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CHAPTER I 
INTRO.OOCTION 
This is an exploratory study of sixteen adolescent and pre-
adolescent firesetters and their families seen at the Worcester Youth 
Guidance Center and the Worcest,er Court Clinic. The study describes 
the group and the environment in which they resided, with major 
emphasis given to the parent-child relationships, the subject of 
discipline vdthin the sixteen families, and finally on the activity 
it self. 
Unlike other forms of anti-social behavior in adults or juveniles, 
firesetting is of relatively low incidence . Available statistics 
indicate that the actual number of arrests for arson reported by the 
Federal BUreau of Investigation in 19.51 was 1,003, which is but 0 .1 
per cent in comparison to other major crimes such as 23 per cent for 
drunkenness, 7.4 per cent for assault , 2. 2 per cent for gambling, 
1.1 per cent for rape and 0.8 per cent for criminal homicide. l 
Despite the relatively low incidence this form of anti-social 
behavior is rather serious . Grave concern has been given to this 
problem because of the serious l oss of life and destruction of both 
private and public property resulting from firesetting activities. 
In an intensive study of firesetters, Lewis and Yarnell found 
·t.hat the highest rate of non-profit arson occur ed at the age of 
seventeen. 2 As such, pyromania is unmistal{ably a crime of the 
lu. s. Department of Justice, Uniform Crime Reports, p . 10.5. 
2Lewis, Nolan and Yarnell, Helen, Pathological Firesetting, p . 3C 
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adolescent or young adult. Because authorities tend to regard as 
potential pyromaniacs any child, after about thirteen and one-half 
years of age , who sets fires, the incidence of pre-adolescent fire-
setters is probably far greaGer than any statistics show. 
Although most authorities, for example Brunvin and Bakvdn,3 agree 
that this form of behavior is a direct expression of serious emotional 
disturbance; these same authorities have treated it infrequently in 
their writings . It was also found that ·when it was mentioned in 
recently written books, the description of this problem was meager . 
The present study is thus undertaken ·with the hope of adding to 
the dearth of material on the subject of firesetting and children who 
engage in said activities. 
Scope of Study 
This study is based on material taken from the case records of 
sixte en adolescent and pre-adolescent firesetters . In attempting to 
provide as Qdequate a picture as possible of this group, I wish to 
study it from the following viewpoints : 
1. A brief individual study of each firesetter to observe 
the type of i ndividual Y'iho becomes involved in non-profit 
arson . This ~dll involve studying such factors as age , 
religion, health and i ntelligence . In addition, attempts 
-.,vill be made to weigh t heir school adj.ustment, peer-
relationships, and their associated symptomatic and delin-
qn~t beha,.rior to determine any possible relationship 
among· these f actors . 
3Bakvdn, Harry and Balori.n, Ruth, Behavior Disorders ir1 Children, 
p . 428 . 
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2. A study of the family to evaluate the atmo spher e 
surrounding t he chil d . Here I will take into a ccount 
t he parents ' physical &~ ~emotional heal th, thei r marital 
relationship and socio-economic status as indicated by 
the father's occupation, and the relationship between 
siblings . 
3. Major emphasis will be given to the intrafamilial 
rel ationship to evaluate some aspects and effects of any 
emotional pathology existing in t he home . With regard 
to this I 1 i ll focus on the rel ationshi ps between the 
mothers and their children and t he discipl inary prac·tices 
as indicJted by parental attitude toward limits and 
practices i n limit-setting . 
4. 'I'he last, area o f focus ·wil l be a brief study of the 
specific activity of fire-setting . Here I vrill attempt 
to evaluate the number and sites of the fires , the extent 
of damage and the attitudes to rvard and reasons for the 
firesetting as gi v en by the mothers and t he boys 
Limitations of the Study 
Thj.s study is based on a revlew· of case records selected f rom the 
fi l es of the i'lorcester Youth Guidance Center and the 1'.orcester Court 
Clinic . The findings are first o f all limited to a rather small sample 
of cases and, by cl oice , to a descript ion of factors t hat were consi-
dered by the author to be i mportant . The selection <md ev-aluation of 
the factors are necessarily based, to some extent , on t he author ' s 
subjective j udgement of the recorded material, further limi t i ng the 
study. 
Based as it is on case records , the study is further l;mited by 
the case records t hemselves and dependent on t he material originally 
recorded. As to b e expected, t~e worl.;:ers who treated the cases we1·e 
primarily concerned with t reatment and w·ere not recording for research 
purposes . Thus, the records and type of recording whichwas fully 
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adequate for treatment may not have been of great value to research . 
Anot her l imitation was seen in the varying subjectivity and experience 
of t he different workers , as well as the differences in background and 
l ength of establi shment of t h e two settings . 
Because of the several limitations noted, primary of w_ich is the 
comparatively small sample , it is recommended that the results of this 
study be i nterpreted vrith caution . It is not intended that the generali 
zations b e thought t o e:x-tend to any group other than the one under 
i mmedi ate consider at i on, ex cept where areas of further concentration 
or study loom as possibilit ies . 
The Nature of the Setti ngs 
The i forces t er Youth Gui dance Center is a child guidance clinic 
offering to the children and their parents in the greater Worcester 
area di agnosis and treatment of emotional problems . It also offers to 
the community ext ensive ser\Qces in preventive mental healt h in the 
form of consultation and mental health education . As a joint enter-
pr i s e bet vreen com.;11unity and State the clinic is partially supported by 
funds from the 'iiorcester Community Chest. In addition its financial 
support i s enhanced by funds from the National Institute of Mental 
Health, the Federal Government by grants through the United States 
Public Health Service and fees from the clients of the clinic. 
Applications are received from maYly segments of the community, 
for children t o the age of s eventeen who have behavior disturbances 
in their dev elopment . To fulfill the purpose for vn1ich it was 
created this clinic offers two main tj~es of help : Diagnosis, used by 
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parents and other community agencies who are helped with an inter-
pretation of the child1 s behavior and a recorr~endation for the best 
possible solution . The second service, that of treatment, is worked 
out carefully to fit each :i.ndivi dual child and almost invariably 
involves one or both parents. In this area of services rendered, 
representatives of the Jisciplines of psychiatry, social work and 
psychology work closely together to provide the client vdth the best 
s ervices available . 
Horcester Court Clinic : 
·-Through the combined efforts of the Division of Legal Medicine 
and the \1/"orcester Youth Guidance Center , the Court Clinic was origi nally 
established on Nov-ember 1, 1956. It was established t o fill a definite 
void created by the difficulties faced by trc.e probation officers t o 
find treatment f or clients 1\Th.o w·ere in need of such help-namely, 
children and parents who come in to contact vllith the courts because of 
some delinquent behavior. 
' To f ill the gap for de sperately needed facilit ies, the Clinic 
attempted to provide consultation and diagnostic services to the pro-
bat ion officers (and judges ) in order t o help them understand and plan 
intelligentl y for individual cases. The Clinic provides t reatment 
s ervices to selected cases and t heir families. An educational function 
wa s also adopted in an attempt to instruct t he court a s t o the dynamic 
factors in delinquent behavior and t h e role the court played i n the 
lives of juvenile offenders . 
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CHAPTER II 
THEOREI'ICAL CO~ SIDERATIONS 
Youth is the time to go flashing from one end of 
the world to another both in mind and body; to try the 
manners of different nations ; to hear the chimes at, 
midnight; t o see sunrise in tmm and country; to be 
converted at a revival; to circumnavigate the metaphy-
sics; write halting verses ; rtm a mile to see a fire 
and wait all day in the theatre to applaud 1 Hernani. 1 
Stevensonl 
This author has unequivocally captured and expressed the irre-
sistible attraction of fire to an age-group Yrl1ich is knolvn for the total 
zeal and ardor they customarily throw into any area in which they 
develop an interest . Fire has always been fasci nating to men from the 
earliest civilization when its discovery promoted culture and growth. 
Th1ring the days of the Roman and Greek civilizations, fire was again 
deified and glorified. Not a few legends originated surrounding the 
appropriation of fire from the gods . And few have existed vathout 
having heard the legend of· Nero who gloried in the burning of Rome, 
while strrnmning a lyre and chanting a song . 
Religious rituals, primitive and modern allice, associated Yrith 
fire have increased this mysterious fascination that fire had, and 
continues to have, for people of all ages. 
Many authorities have been interested in man 1 s fascination V'rith · 
an agent as destructive as fire and tended to support any attempts to 
root out t his potentially dangerous fascination from the souls of men . 
1Robert 1 . .St evenson, " Crabbed Age anct. Youth" in The Oxford 
Dictionary of Quotations, p. 51L~. 
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This may well have been one of the motivat i ons of those who stressed 
the quest i on of responsibil ity in the cases of arson during the nine-
t eenth century . This period was characterized by s evere disagreements 
betvieen those who considered impulsive firesetting a form of insanity 
(which made persons committing impulsive arson irresponsible before the 
laH) and those wh o argued that an incendiary act wa s either the crime 
of arson or the symptom of a diseased or ill-developed brain, thus 
worthy of the death sent.ence.2 
With the shift in psychiatric t hinking which developed in the 
l atter part of the nineteenth century, greater interest wa s given to 
the psy chopathology behind the incendiary act. 
Dr . Helen Yarnell, after an extensive study of firesetters, 
reported that, "regardless of v•hat the fire is intended to accomplish 
the use of fire seems r epresentative o f the usual way firesetters meet 
' problems.' u3 As such this t ype of activity is best approached as a 
s:ymptom and one way of reacting rather t han a complete and final act 
in itself . But this "v:ay of meeting problems" has an irresistible 
quality about it t hat has concerned authorities from the earliest 
beginning . It was this f actor that caused pyromania--the irresistible 
urge to set fires--to be considered as a form of insanity in France 
and Germany, as early as 1778 and 1804.4 
2Lewis and Yarnell, .9.£• ~., p. 9 . 
3Helen Yarnell, " Firesetting in Children," American Journal 
of Orthopsychiatry, vol. 10 (April, 1940) , p . 280. 
4Levlis and Yarnell, ~· ~., p . 9 
? 
Byloff made a distinction between those people setting fires for 
such purposes as insurance and the real firesetter because the latter 
was 11 drawn to the fire, having a hunger t o see the excitement of the 
fire t o r id him of an unendurable psychic sensation."5 Schmid drew the 
same conclusion regarding the irresistible impulse vmen he noted t hat , 
fires were set when t he individuals were faced with important 
psychological changes to which they were unable to adjust 
themselves , • ••• and seemed to seek through firesetting an
6 explosion to rid themselves of the unbearable situation . 
It is worth noting that each individual at one time or another is 
faced with pressures, both internal and external, and it is when t he 
pressures from both sources exceed the strength of the individual, that 
the situation is deemed intolerable . The individual at such times feels 
impelled to take some action to change the situation or reduce the pre-
vailing tensions. Why fire is chosen by firesetters as the means of 
resolving this situation has been the basic question to all who have 
expressed interest in firesetting. Lewis and Yarnel l, follo1ring their 
study, concluded that this could not be definitely determined. They 
speculated on the effects of chance suggestion, such as reading about 
or observing a fire during periods of acute anxiety, and also suggested 
the possibility o.f previous associations of an influential nature with 
fire, such as being frightened in the home by a .fire or being praised 
for heroic behavior during a fire.7 
5Ibid., p . 17 . 
6rbid., p. 21. 
7Ibid., p. 397. 
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Despite the impossibility of supplying a definite ans·wer to such 
a basic question, the above-mentioned authors made several findings 
that appear rather significant. In reporting on a group of child-
firesetters, Dr. Helen Yarnell noted : 
.•• a mixture of aggression, destructiveness, anxiety and 
self-punishment. It appeared that some deprivation in the 
family life made it impossible for the child adequately to 
resolve his oedipus situation so that he carried over his 
sadistic i mpulses ·with their accompanying anxiety. Bender, 
Keiser and Schilder have shown that aggressiveness in 
children is due to a primary aggressiveness toward them 
and is increased by enforcement of passivity, severe punish-
ment, deprivation of food, love and anything which may 
threaten disc0mfort or destruction to the child. All the 
chi dren of this group had. suffered deprivation of love, 
many of food and security, and many had some social or 
physical defect which made it impossible to establish · 
themselves in the home circle or school. . • • In the children 
coming from their ovm homes, there was always some serious 
traumatic factor, such as an unsympathetic step-parent with 
favoritism shown to step-siblings, an invalid and selfish 
parent, the absence of a father, or presence of 'boy friends 1 
of the mother. Some children had been placed temporarily 
in i nstitutions, which to them represents, often correctly, 
rejection by their parents , which the child can never forgive.B 
This formulation made several points . It is well to consider the 
environmental f a ctors that exist in the lives of the firesetters or any 
group of anti-social boys, but Dr . Yarnell made reference also t o the 
personal physical or social defects of the boys in her sample. This 
would i mply that in the cases of anti-social behavior, or more specific, 
firesetting, there are sali ent factors in the child's own personality 
or physical make-up, whether existing from birt h or inherited from his 
parents, that go a long way in explaining rri.s behavior. It is of 
8Yarnell, op. cit., p. 283 . 
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impor tance to consider this point because too often in a discussion of 
causal factor s, the environmental situat ion is stressed oYer and beyond 
any other . Gordon Hamilton refers t o some children ·who enjoy their 
badness--the expression of their impul ses . She adds that the phrase, 
"There are no problem children only problem parent s , 11 should be carried 
a step further to infer t hat , "the child who has problem parents, 
unless successfully treated. , vdll continue all hi s life to have a 
parental problem. n9 1'/hile concerning oursel ves vrith the environmental 
factors it is of utmost necessity that we also consider the child's 
~eality situati on and sense of reality l est we adopt the attitude that 
merely changing the external focus surrmu1ding the child will solve 
the diffi culty once and for all. 
As is usually done in the study of del inquent behavior, Dr . Yarnell 
made reference to the rol e of the ext ernal environment in creat i ng a 
del inquent or anti-social pattern, which, in the case of her sa.,nple, 
was expressed by firesetting. In consider i ng the relationship between 
delinquency and infl uences from unfavorable environments, Cyril Burt 
found that : 11 Crime, or delinquency, is assignabl e to no one si ngle 
1miversal source, nor yet to two or three; i t springs from a >vide 
variety and usually a multiplicity· of alternative and converging 
influences .ulO Lurie found the same to be true in his study of environ-
mental influences in the production of behavior and personal ity di sorder _11 
9Gordon Ha~lton, Psychotherapy in Child Guidance, p . 49 . 
lOCyril Burt, The Yom1g Delinquent , p . 575. 
llLouis A. Lurie and others, "Environmental I nfluences, 11 
.Ameri can Journal of Orthopsychiatry, vol. 13 (January, 1943) , p. 152 . 
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It was found to be equally true in the majority of cases in this 
study that the causative factors operating were plural in number with 
the socio-psychological ones predomin·a~t. Medical factors, primarily 
the psychiatric condition of family members, were found to be of rela-
tive importance, while economic status of the family did not loom as an 
influential factor. 
As in Burt 1 s study, the circumstances observed in the boy ' s extern 
environment were not peculiar to delinquent families. This observation 
again raises the question as to why these boys set fires as a way of 
relieving their tensions, since it is a knovm fact that children with 
identical conditions coexisting in their environment are not plunged 
into a career of firesetting. Burt concluded that 11it must, therefore, 
as a rule , be either the number of factors or the particular combination 
of them that renders delinquency, (and in the case of this study, fire-
setting) a probable result. nl2 
Fblloiving a thorough examination of all the factors affecting 
anti-social behavior, Lurie concluded that, 
•• • the home is the bulwark and the chief resistance point 
in warding off possible harmful effects of vicious and 
unwholesome environmental factors . In other words the 
child who is blessed with a home in which both the social 
and medical conditions are normal or approximately normal 
can, · in the great majority of cases, withstand the impacts 
of vicious neighborhood environmental influences . This 
was found to be true irrespective of the type of behavior 
problem presented by the child . l3 
12Burt, on . cit., p. 577. ~ --
13Lurie, ££• cit., p. 158. 
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The emphasis of these findings is on the relationships existing 
in the home and the way in which they affect children. In their study, 
Lewis and Yarnell observed numerous instances of pathological rrJOther-
son relationships and maternal rejection . 
The mother - son matrix is a very i mportant one in the development 
of every boy. The total dependency on mother for mere existence during 
the early developmental stages normally gives way to the development 
of a...."'l increasingly independent personality. Total indepepdence may 
never be accomplished, but the extent to which a child experiences an 
increasing physical and psychological separation from his mother vdll 
indicate bot:.h maternal maturity and the normal development of the child. 
As a result , two of the most important happenings in any child's 
life i s the creation of a maternal unity vvith the child in a harmonious 
manner and later a dissolution of the unity -with equal harmony. A 
large majori-ty of' mothers are able to accomplish the psychological 
unity with their children, following the physical separation at birth. 
The major concerns of this study are the proper utilization of the 
existing unity and the later mastering of the painful process of breakin1 
the tmity, both of which appear to be more difficult than establishing 
the unity. 
Diffi~ulty in the utilization of the unity appear s to arise out 
of the neurotic needs of most mothers, which defy sublimation in the 
dynamic development of motherliness. Mothers who have such pressing 
needs, whether t hey be of a domLnating , ependent or erotic character, 
may well attempt to gratify these by the behavior of the child or in 
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relation to him. It i s within this framework that parental neurosis 
often tends to provide t h e unconscious impetus to the child 's neurosis 
or acting-out behavior . 
\ 
Johnson and Szurekl4 observed the manifestations of this phenomenon 
in a group of parents who fostered and sanctioned acting-out behavior 
in their children. This acting out provided a vicarious enjoyment for 
the parents, of their forbidden impulses . One group of mothers in t his 
study who seemed unable or unwilling to discipline t heir sons were 
thought of a s experiencing vicarious enj oyment of their son ' s delinquent 
behavior. The over-identification seen in one of the mothers also 
seemed in accordance with this suggestion . 
Frieda Kuhlman in a discussion of the relationship between maternal 
seduction and symptomatic b ehavior L~ children, observed that, 
While the child's strivings in the oedipal situation are 
generally recognized, the part adults play in the main-
tenance and undeliberate kind.ling of the erotic, aggressive 
infa.Tltile cravings is less f a."Ttiliar. Clinical evidence 
seems to indicate that reciprocity in such situations occurs 
rather frequently, especially if one parent is missing from 
the famUy unit. The r emaining parent may of'ten maintain 
such an exclusive emotional tie with the child that, as 
soon as awareness of its intensity occ·urs, both the adult 
a nd t he child become acutely distressed.... In order to 
ward off tension, the child may react VIi th different kinds 
of defensive and offensive behavior.l5 
As another causal f actor in acting-out behavior, Gordon Hamilton 
suggests that of maternal rejection . 16 She observed that with serious 
l4Adelaide Jolmson and S. A. Szurek, "The Genesis of Antisocial 
Acting Out in Children and Adults ," The Ps,ychoanalytic Quarterly, vel 21 
(July, 1952), p . 323 . 
15Frieda Kuhlmann, "Placement Resulting from Psychosexual D-ls-
13 
turbance in a Mother- son Relationship, 11 The Fami ly, vel. 25 (June , 1944), p . 144. 
16Gordon Hamilton, £2· ~., p.p. 45-47 . 
regularity, rejected and unloved children act out any and every impulse 
and in reaction to every frustration, with l ittle or no appreciation 
of the results of their actions ·or the possible repercussions. In the 
present study, rejection was found to be the characteristic factor in 
the parent- child relationships of the sixteen firesetters. 
The element of resentment and desire for revenge is always sus-
pected when there is a case of arson. This craving for revenge is 
easily precipitated by a rejection, real or imagined, of . some kind by 
an important person in the child's environment . Levtis and Yarnel l 
indicated that 11the simplest forms of firesetting follo_w t his pattern: 
that is, flagrantly rejected by mother they direct l y retaliate by 
setting a fire against her. 1117 
One other seemingly i mportant factor to which Dr . Yarnell alluded 
is the punishment, or if we may refer to it as controls, that the 
child received. Every authority in the field of child psychology has 
given emphasis to this subject, implying that it is important that the 
child receive an adequate amount of discipline, neither too much nor 
too little, and always in a constructive, consistent manner . 
Contr ols are extremely i mportant in the maturation of a11 individual 
and the development of his superego, and effect ive discipline helps 
the child t o direct his impulses into a form that meets with realistic 
social approval. This is, or should. be, the goal of any form of 
constructive discipline . 
l7Lewis and Yarnell , op. ~., p . hl8 . 
The factor of sexual perversions in firesetter s is a well- publi-
cized and commonly accepted one. As early as 1803, Osciander implied 
that he had found a physiological explanation for fireset ting and based 
this on arterial blood draining into the genitals.l8 Other authorities 
( Bischoff and Reiss) made references t o this se~~al component , but i t 
was Schmid, in 1914, who , in seeking an explanation for the irresisti-
bility of the drive to light fires , came up with one accepted sexual 
e:x-planation . He r eferr ed to Freud 1 s f ormulation t hat when a wish 
develops which is incompatible with ethical teaching and moral standards 
the wish will be repressed (the wish always being associated ·with some 
infantile sex drive, incestuous in nature) and may be transformed into 
an act such as firesetting . l9 
Ernst Simmel savr one of his patient 1 s " incendiary acts as an uncon-
scious compulsive attempt t o find a substitut.e gratification for his 
reav;akened a.,."ld again repressed infantile masturbator-.[ i mpulse, u20 while 
~illiam Stekel stated t hat pyromania is an expression of bl ocked sexual 
drive~ that are very often on a homosexual leve1 . 21 
The extent and conclusive meaning of this factor in firesetting 
has never been decidedly determined. Levlis and Yarnel l found that , 
19- b· 1 ld., p . 21. 
20-srnst Simme1, " Incendiarism, 11 in Searchlight s on Delinquency, 
21Manfred s. Guttmacher, Sex Offenses, p • .56. 
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••• though fireset,ting may be considered as a form of 
substitutive perversion, the majority of offenders · 
employed is as a temporary indulgence only duri ng tran-
sitional periods and it is very rare to find offenders 
W!1o continue the indul gence for prolonged periods . 22 
They did however , find one small group 1'iho had developed a real fire 
f etish for vmom fire had become a sadistic pleasure . 
Firesetting, as other forms of anti- social behavior, is a compli-
cated phenomenon . Affected by predisposing factors , some of Yihich have 
been mentioned in this discussion, it may further be complicated by a 
single or a plural number of precipi tating factors . These factors 
become even more significant as we consider the prognosis of the boys 
involved, since it is the psychodynamics in the boys behavior coupled 
11Jith the potential strengths in the ego and favorable environmental 
conditions that spell failure or success in our attempts to help him. 
It is vdth these considerations in mind that we approach this study of 
sixt.een firesetters . 
S~ of Theoretical Considerations 
From the foregoing discussion it is evident that in the case of 
firesetting the influential factors are extremely complex. Of relative 
impo~ance are the personal physical and social defects inherent in 
the boys' personali-ties and the socio-cultural factors in their environ-
ment. ·The faCtors appearing to exert the most dynamic influence are 
those· connected to the relationship existing in the boys' homes and 
the type' of discipline which they received. 
22Lewis and Yarnell~ ~· ~., p. 262. 
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CHlLPTER III 
THE FIRESETTERS AND THE AGENCY COdTACTS 
This study is based on an intensive examination of the sixteen 
cases chosen anc on the tabulation and classifi cation o f ata gathered 
from the case records by means of a schedule . (See Appendix ) 
The specific questions employed in the schedule are geared to 
provide answers to the four basic areas of study as given earl ier . 
They w·ere developed on the basis of a critical examination of literature 
on the subject and a preliminary revie·w· of the case records to deter-
m:i_ne their salient features . 
The cases wer e chosen from the closed files of the ·worcester Court 
Clinic and the current file of the Viorcester Youth Guidance Center . 
One basic criteria was empl oyed for the selection of the cases : that . 
the boy was knoYm to have set a fire . So as to provide an adequate 
number of cases, it was not specified that the problem be mentioned 
on r eferral . For the same reason no time limit was speci fied . One 
other criteria was that the recor ding inclllde at least two interviews--
one Ylith the mther or mother surrogate and one ·wi t h the child. 
The study was designed to investigate the type of children who 
become involved in non- profit arson . The information which evolved 
from the questions asked in the schedule fell i nto two categories . 
The first category is purely descriptive and l ends itself quite readily 
to quantitative portrayal and a..'1alysis ; as it is concerned with factors , 
such such as age and religion, that can be isolated individually. 
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The second type of information has t o do with the adequacy o f 
functioning of the boys studied. ':fu:Lle t his information is presented 
:in quantitative form in some instances , it seemed appropriate to iden-
tify this distinction as this s econd t;y--pe of information is primarily 
concerned with such factor s as p ersonality a.n.d relationships experienced 
by the boys studied . 
This chapter, designed to give a broad, over-all picture of the 
firesetters, will contain both types of information . In addition it 
vdll include some information on the contacts with the Youth Guidance 
Center and the ':forcester Court Clinic . 
The Firesetters 
Of the sixteen cases meeting the criteria for this study, fot~teen 
of the boys were white , one was Negro and one was a North American 
Indian, whose parents had moved to "1Yorcester from Nova Scotia . This 
racial distribution seems to fo l low the pattern of the population of 
Worcester, which was, according to the latest available statistics, 
99 . 1 per cent white, 0 . 8 per cent Negro and 0 .1 per cent other . l 
In four of the cases studied the boys were referred to the agency 
for reasons other than fir e setting . ~'\!hen this occured it was possible 
to determi ne their age at the time they set the fires reported by their 
mothers to the workers . Table 1 gives the age of the firesetters at 
the time of their firesetting activities . 
1 :'forcester Telegram and Gazet te , April 12, 1950, p . 1. 
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Age Range 
6- 8 
9- 11 
12 - 14 
TABLE l 
AGE OF THE FIRESETTR.~S 
Number 
5 
9 
2 
The youngest firesetter was six years old and the oldest was 
fourteen years old. Thirty-one per cent of the cases were from six to 
eight years of age . Fifty-six per cent were from nine to eleven years 
of age >rith the majority of this group being nine years old. The 
remaining l3 ' per cent ·fell in the age range of twelve to fourteen. 
The average age of the group was nine years and three months 
of age . 
Table 2 shows that among the sixteen cases studied there was an 
uneven dist ribution among the religious groups . Of the group ten, or 
62 .5 per cent, were Catholic while five, or 31 per cent , were Protestant 
In one of the cases it was not indicated which religious f aith the 
0oy or his parents adhered to. 
It is of interest to note the conspicuous abs ence of any child from 
Jewish parentage, although this group represents 4 per cent of the popu-
lation of \lorcester who claims some religious affiliation. 
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TABLE 2 
RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION OF THE BOYS 
Religious Affiliation Number 
Roman Catholic 10 
Protestant 5 
Not given 1 
It i s of further interest to compare the aboYe-given figures '.'Jith 
the religious distribution of the population of Worcester. Available 
statistics ini icate that Roman Catholics form 47 per cent of the popu-
lation and Protestants raru< second, representing 35 per cent of the 
population of 7orcest;r~ 2 Thus , the Catholic group , which represents 
the largest percentage of the tot.al population, surpassed the other 
groups by a ratio of almost two to one among the firesetters . 
In regard to school attendance, eleven of the group were regularly 
enrolled in Worcester schools. One of the boy s was attending elementary 
school in Wes t boro, while information as to the names and addressed of 
their schools was not available for four of the boys . 
Of the group twelve vfere retarded in school to some extent. One 
was three grades behind, t vm were two grades retarded and six were one 
grade behind their expected grades. Another three of the group were 
in ungraded classrooms indicating excessive retardation of one form or 
2Town and City Monographs No. 63., Massachusetts Department of 
Commerce, 1954. 
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another in school . Four of the group were in their expected grades 
while none was ahead of his expected grade. This latter considerat ion 
is worth noting since children doing superior work are eligible for 
double promotion in the Worcester school s . 
TABLE 3 
COMPARISON OF THE ACTUAL GRADES OF THE BOYS AND 
THE NmlBER OF GRADES RETARDED 
Nwnber of Grades Retarded 
Actual Grade 
0 1 2 3 
First 1 1 
Second 2 1 
Third 1 1 
Fourth 1 1 
Fifth 1 1 
Eighth 1 1 
Total 4 6 2 1 
A factor that may explain the severe retardation in school was the 
estimated I. Q. which was recorded. In six of the seven cases the esti-
mated I. Q. was under 90. Other factors which could serve as partial 
e~?lanation were the absences caused by truancy and running away listed 
in a large percentage of the cases. Added to these were the other mani-
festations of maladjustment in school as listed in Table 5. 
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I. Q. 1 s of the Fire setters 
In seven of the sixteen cases ·where t he I . Q. was recorded the 
m.J.Jnber ranged from 72 to 102 , six of the s even being below 90 and five 
of the s e below 80 . These results do not appear to be in accordance 
with the recent findings, for example Sheldon and El eanor Gleuck' s ;3 
however with the absence of information on more than half the group, 
some questions may be raised as to the validity of conclusions dravm 
from the seven where the I. Q. was recorded . 
In any case it is interesting t o note that five of the group fell 
into the category usually considered below normal. Since the basic 
mental ability has direct and meaningful influence on the possible 
intellectual achievement and consequently on the gra de pl acement i n 
school, it is not unreasonable to expect that a sizeable portion of t he 
group may have been retarded. 
School Adjustment 
Table 3 showed the extent of school retardation noted in each indi-
vidual boy. Further reflecting the tendency t o maladjustment among the 
sixteen boys was the serious and persistent mi sconduct in school, as 
was related by the mother in her interviews wi th the casevrorker . An 
attempt was made to tra.ce the misconduct or maladj ustment in s chool . 
The adjustment in school wa s divided into three groups : Good, 
Fair and Poor . Case illustrations are given to show the kind of 
adjustment that was placed in each group . 
Good. Ben 1 s mother said that he was an E student and that 
he had always be en good . Once he got a U paper when hi s name 
was on the wrong side . 
nravel ing Juvenile Delinquency , p . 07 . 
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Michael's mother : " He does well in school both scho-
lastically and behavior-wise ." On another occasion she said, 
"IJichael had done very well in school, getting all 80 1 s and 
90 ' s on his report card. In addition he had gott en another 
four page report apparently having to do with his studies in 
religion an-J his citizenship ." 
Fair . Carl's mother: rrHe is not doing well in school and 
has special trouble in arithmetic. On his last report card 
he got a P in arith,'Tietic, and F in language and his marks 
were mostly G1 s . He did get an E in manual training which 
he likes very much ." 
Poor. Ralph was original ly referred. to the agency at four 
and one-half (he set the fire at seven and one- half) at vrhich 
time it was recorded, "She mentions to me that Mrs . Y. (the 
nursery school teacher) had told her that. there is something 
disturbing about Ralph . She me;-:1tions some of t he things that 
Ral-ph had done that caused problems at the nurs ery school ; 
for example he had t hroYm sand in a kid's face and he damaged 
the YTall of the nursery school. She said that Ralph pushed a 
girl in the lake and it was fortunat e that someone ~~·;as around 
and pulled the girl out . M..rs . MacCovitch saic that the girl 
could easily have drovmed and this ·:ms the thing that preci-
pitated 1~rs . Y. to excl ude Ralph from the nursery school . 
She said that they sent Ral ph up t o the main house of the 
nursery school with a note that he was t o be pLL.'1ished for 
pushing the girl into the lake and Ralph refused to give the 
note to t,he person up at the main house . 11 
TABLE 4 
SCHOOL ADJUSTMENT COMPARED 1:'JITH AGE GROUPING 
Type of Adjustment 
in School 6 - 8 9 - 11 12 - 14 Total 
Good 1 1 2 
Fair 2 1 2 
Poor 3 7 ll 
No information 1 1 
23 
As sho'vn in Table 4, eleven of the boys, or nearly 75 per cent of 
the group, were classified as poorly- adjusted in school. This percentagE 
coincides closel y vrit h the percentage of school r etardation, and coupled 
vdth the frequency of sub-normal I. Q., strongly supports the suggestion 
that school difficult i es and firesetting may have some relationship to 
the basic conflicts of chil dren who act i mp1lis ively to diminish or solve 
t heir problems . Two of the boys were described as well-adjusted in 
school and a s imilar number was fairl y well-adjusted . There was no 
available information on one of the boys to categorize his school 
adjusti!lent . 
It is of further interest to note that of thos e experiencing poor 
adjustment in school, an overwhel ming maj or i ty were of the younger boys 
of the sample . This finding tends to suggest t hat t he difficllities 
which the boys experienced were of long standing and were appreciable 
for some time in areas other than the delinquency for which they may 
have been referred to the c:.gencies . It also coincide.s with the sugges-
tion that most parents do not t end to feel a need for outside help vdth 
problems of young chil dren. 
In exami ning the case mat erial i t was apparent that many of the 
boys concurrently displayed several m~~ifestations of maladjustment. 
Table 5 compares the number of symptoms v;ith the ages of the boys. 
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TABLE 5 
NU1ffiER OF SCHOOL MALADJUSTMENTS COMPARED WITH 
THE AGE OF' THE BOYS 
Number of School 
Problems 6- 8 9 - 11 12 .... 14 
Unknown 1 
Zero 1 1 
One 1 1 
T"'?!O l 
T:b.ree 1 1 
Four 1 3 
Five 1 2 
Six l 
Total 
1 
2 
2 
1 
2 
4 
3 
.1 
The findings indicate that ten of the boys presented from three 
to six different types of misbehavior in school. It also indicates 
that serious misbehavior in school was prevalent among the younger boys 
of the sample . This coincides closely ~~th the poor adjustment in 
school experienced by the younger boys. 
Health 
Table 6 examines the physical health of the boys under considera-
tion. ~physical health i ndicates the absence of serious or chroni-
cally .disabling disease . Fair means occasional per iods of serious but 
non-chronic illness and Poor refers to serious, chronic illness . 
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Health 
Good 
Fair 
Poor 
TABLE 6 
HEALTH OF THE FIRESETTERS 
No information 
Number 
1 
5 
6 
4 
The above information indicated that of the twelve boys on whom 
information was available six, or exactly 50 per cent, had some form 
of serious, chronic illness . There were five who were reported to be 
in fair health and only one could be considered as being in good health. 
Peer Adjustment 
Hazel Fredericksen observed that "boys tend to associate with and 
form attachments to boys of similar age, size, maturity and level of 
intelligence. 11 4 The question was raised as to the type of adjustment 
each of the firesetters was mru<ing to his peer group . The group was 
divided into three sub-groups : Good, Fair and Poor . 
If the boy got on well vrith other children , was friendly and made 
an effort to please and hold friends , his relationship was categorized 
as Good. 
4Hazel Fredericksen, The Child and His l klfare, p. 67 . 
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If the boy did not ac-tively seek the companionship of o-ther chil-
dren but was also not actively an-tagonistic to any of them, his 
adjustment to his peers was described as Fair. 
If, however , he was aggressively unfriendly and other children 
did not seem to like him, his peer relationship was considered Poor . 
TABLE 7 
PEER ADJUSTMENT OF THE FIRESETTERS 
Adjustment Number 
Good 2 
Fair 3 
Poor 6 
No information 5 
Information was not available on five of the boys studied. Of 
the remaining eleven, six, more than 5o per cent, were considered as 
having made poor adjustment to their peer group. Three were seen as 
being fairly well-adjusted and only t wo were considered as being well-
adjusted to their peers . 
Lewis and Yarnell found t hat one-half of the cases which they 
studied critically had been in trouble with the author ities for one 
or many other types of a11ti-social activity, ranging from petty steal-
ing to manslaughter . These activities were chiefly against property 
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(stealing, robbery, nmtilating property) , were associated with 
impulsive behavior such as running away, truancy and sm .. 'Ual mis-
adventures.5 
The sixteen boys studied for this thesis were very similar to 
those reported by Le~~s and Yarnell. r~y, although not known to the 
local authorities, were reported by school, ch11rch and similar agencies 
to their parents as engaging in anti- social act,ivities. In addition 
the boys were seen as presenting a variety of symptomatic behavior. 
The following table, No . 8, lists thirteen individual boys with 
their reported delinquencies and associated symptoms. 
TABLE 8 
DISTRIBUTION OF DELINQUENCIES AND S1:MPTOMS 
SEEN IN THE FIRESETTE..I-1S 
Firesetter* 
Bob Jenkins 
Jack Larson 
Pat Riley 
Michael Pierce 
Peter Andrews 
Delinquencies 
Runaway 
Breaking and entering 
Vandalism 
Stealing 
Tianders away from home 
Stealing 
Destroying property 
5Lewis and Yarnell, ~· ~. , p . 41 . 
qymptomatic Behavior 
NO bowel control (Seven 
years) 
Psychosomatic complaints 
Temper tantrums 
Uses stupidity as a 
defense 
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Fire setter 
Frank Leopold 
Billy Macibnal d 
Henry Peters 
Howard Phillips 
Paul Reynolds 
Delinquencies 
Stealing 
Runaway 
Runaway 
Runaway 
Broke into store 
(twice) 
Stealing 
Destroying property 
Runaway 
Stealing 
Runaway 
Ralph MacCovitch Runaway 
Stealing 
Leonard Anderson 
Tried to kill peer 
(two times) 
*All names used in this st udy are fictitious. 
Gordon Hamilton v~rites : 
Symptomatic Behavior 
Homosexual activities 
Enueretic 
Temper tantrums 
Head banging 
Infant ile speech, 
stammering 
Excessive fears 
Stuttering 
Attention- getting behavior 
Hyperactive--jumps and 
wiggles 
Daydreams 
Temper tantrums 
Walks and tall<:s in sleep 
Excessive fears 
Sucks thumb 
Lisps 
Hyperactive 
Suicide threats 
Destructive behavior 
Nervous and restless 
Demands constant 
reassurance 
The normal child learns t.o accept hLms elf and the reality 
of other persons, builds up constructive def ense meuhanisms 
against the crude expression of the drives, and also 
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sublimates these through the ordinary achievements and 
satisfactions of growing up. In normal superego develop-
ment the child ' s aggression
6
is turned against his own 
censored i mpulses and acts . 
It is customary to consider the normal child as descri bed above 
as occupying the mid-point between two extremes of a behavior scale. 
From the middle extends one arm, the extremity of which vrould be occu-
pied by the passive , withdra-wn child. At the other extreme is found 
the acting-out boy. 
Hamilton describes the passive child as one who not having 
received ••• 
adequate mothering, he is forced back to his own body for 
pleasure and attention, and the ordina ry thumb-sucking, 
masturbation, and other body play may be prolonged or 
intensified. .. . The child thus forced t o love himself 
prolongs his infancy, does not outgrow hls infantile habits , 
•••• The child with marked habit-di sorders is usually a 
passive child, self-preoccupied, •••• ? 
Newman describes the acting-out child as assessing ••• 
a type of behavior where an impulse or fantasy, conscious 
or unconscious , is i mmediately acted upon whether or not 
it be an appropriate or realistic response. The inner 
controls which serve to inhibit most people from such 
behavior are undeveloped in these boys . They lack the 
ability to postpone, regulate, or foresee consequences . 
Such behavior ~ppears as involuntary as ·t,he flare up of 
a firecracker . t5 
6aordon Hamilton, ££,• ~., p . 31 
7~., p . 27. 
8Ruth G. Newman, "The Acting- Out Boy, 11 Reprinted from 
Exceptional Children, p . 186. 
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It is thus e1rident from the reported delinquencies and sympto!natic 
behavior in the firesetters that this group of boys tend to congregate 
at the extremes of the behavior scale or vacilate from one extremity 
t o the other . As such , they fit into the category of primary behavior 
disorder as described by Gordon Harnilton . 9 They seem to lack the inner 
controls that characterize the normal child . In addition other findings 
presented in this study indicate that they have had few achievements 
and satisfactions during their development , which would help them to 
learn the value of sublimation . 
Summary of the Firesetters 
With reference to the firesetters there was no significant findings 
in regard to their age or race; those of Catholic faith outnumbered 
those of Protestant faith , two to one . The group was seen as experi-
encing s.evere difficulty in school in the forms of retardation and 
school maladjustment . This related closely to their basic mental 
ability as indicated by the recorded I. Q.•s. In regard ·to the health 
· and peer-adjustment, it was fmmd that fewer than half of the group, 
or 37 .5 per cent, was classified as poor. A large majority of the 
boys were described as presenting serious forms of delinquent and 
symptomatic behavior . 
9Hamilton, ~· ~., p. 69 . 
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Nature of the Agency Contacts 
The principal criteria for this study was that the boy be involved 
in firesetting activities at one time or another . Of the sixteen who 
met the criteria twelve were referred to the agencies following their 
firesetting, and in four cases the fires were re~orted during the 
process of treatment . 
TABLE 9 
PROBLEMS NOTED UPON APPLICATION 
Problem 
Firesetting (only) 
Firesetting plus other problems 
Other problems 
!lfumber 
10 
2 
4 
The two cases where problems in addition to the fire setting were 
cited included one boy who was running away and stealing and another 
who was a disciplinary and school problem. The four cases where ot,her 
problems were cited upon referral involved four different difficulties 
and are listed below, as they were given on referral : 
1. Placement 
2. Runaway 
3. Tried to drown another child; refuses to do what he is 
told; excluded from nursery schools and mother needs to work . 
4. Beha1nor problem in school, wiggles, inattentive; over-
affectionate with other boys . 
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Table 8 indicates that in the majority of the cases cited, includ-
ing those where f i r esetting was the only pr oblem, there was subsequent 
description of additional problems in the child' s development . 
In regard to the referral source an overwhelffitng majority was 
referred by the Probation Department . Table 10 compares the refer r al 
source with the agency where ·the boy was seen. 
TABLE 10 
REFERRAL SOURCE 
Referral Source 
Agency Tihere Seen 
Probation Department School Self 
Court Clinic 8 
Youth Guidance Center 2 3 3 
Total 10 3 3 
Ten of the cases were referred by the Probation Department, 
eight to the Court Clinic and two to t he Youth Guidance Center . Since 
fire setting is a problem ·with such serious social implications, it 
seems quite appropriate that the Probat i on ~partment would be involved 
in a majority of these cases . In the two cases where the boys were 
referred to the Youth Guidance Center by the Probation Department one 
of the boys was formerly lmown to the Center having treated there at 
an earlier date. In the other case the Juvenile Division of the Court 
requested that the mother be processed on an out-of-court basis with 
+ 'ho. ,.; -- 1- -1- 1.. '1.-
u • 
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In the three cases referred by t he School firesetting was cited 
upon application in one case in addition to steal i ng and running a..-~ay. 
In the other two cases the boys were referred because of their misbe-
havior i n school which was disturbing their adj ustment . In these the 
fires w-ere later reported by the mot hers who were being seen at the 
Center . 
Three of the boys were referred by their mothers . Again in only 
one of these cases was firesetting cited at the time of appl i cation . 
In addition the boy was described as doing poor work in school and 
being a discipline problem. In one of the remaining cases placement 
was requested on referral and in the other t,he boy was referred for 
running away. 
Of the total cases there were a majority in whi ch the mother was 
the only parent seen in both agencies . 
TABLE 11 
PARENI' SEEN AT THE AGENCIES 
Parent 
MOther 
Both parents 
Other 
None 
Number 
11 
3 
1 
1 
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This pattern seems to be consistent with the general cultural 
pattern which implied major responsibility on the mother ' s part for the 
child's development . The regular practice in most Child Guidance 
Centers represents an acceptance of this cultural pattern. A revievr 
indicates that a majority of cases treated involved only the mother and 
the child. Recently there has been a greater attempt to include the 
fathers in treatment whenever this is possible and/or warranted . The 
three cases in which the fathers were seen in addition to the mothers 
may be a reflection of this tendency. 
In one of the cases the boy vras living vd th an Aunt who had been 
responsible for him for the major part of his life, dating back to an 
early desertion by both mother and father . In the other case the boy 
was placed at the Nazereth Home and no parent was seen . 
Summary of the Agency Contact 
Vfe have seen that the majority of the boys were referred for fire-
setting only, t hat the group was divided evenly among those seen at the 
Youth Guidance Center and those seen at the Court Clinic, that the 
majority of the referral came from the Probation Officer and that in 
an overwhelming majorit,y of cases it was the mother only who was seen 
during treatment . 
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CHAPI'ER IV 
THE FAMILIES OF THE FIRESEI'TERS 
I 
Chapter III gave a broad. over-all picture of the individual fire-
setters 1i'tith some information on the contacts with the agencies, 
including minor references to the boys parents . This chapter v.rlll 
attempt to consider the family characteristics in order t o get an appre-
ciation of the boys ' social milieu. 
Tabl e 1Z examines the occupations of the fathers . 
TABLE J2 
OCCUPATION OF FATHERS 
Occupation 
Factory worker 
Construction worker 
Professional golf player 
Hat blocker 
?art- time 
Not given or father not present 
Number 
5 
4 
1 
1 
1 
The largest single group of fathers was employed i n factories, 
mainly unskilled or semi-skilled workers . Another slightly smaller 
group were construction v.orkers , one of whom was s elf-employed. One 
of the fathers YffiS a professional golf player . One father was employed 
as a hat blocker, while another who was a semi-invalid did part-time 
~ork, primarily because it was something t o do and .not for its financial 
gain . In three cases the occupation of the father as not given while 
one of the fathers vras not in the home . 
It shoul d be noted t hat where an actual father was not in the home 
and a step- father was present , the information on the latter was 
tabul ated. 
Contrary to the f requently quoted s1..1ggestion t:_at most delinquents 
come from broken homes, the findings indicated that in a majority of 
the ca se s the boys came from homes in which both natural parents were 
in the home . 
TABLE 13 
PAl1.ENTS PRESENT I N THE HmtlE 
Parents Present 
Both natural parents 
Mother and step- father 
One natural parent (mother) 
Other 
Number 
9 
1 
5 
1 
As indicated in Table 13, one of the mothers had remarried. fol-
low:Lng a divorce from the boy 1 s father . I n the five cases v1here the 
:mother was the only parent present t hree of the mothers had been 
divorced from the boy' s father. One of these had r emarried and was 
subsequently divorced an.:l in another the boy wa s l ivin6 at Nazereth . 
In two of these five cases there had be<;n no marriage bet vreen the boy ' s 
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parents . In one of these cases t _e father was married to another woman 
and was in and out of the home maintained for the boy a,nd his mot her . 
The mother in the other case stated that she had never planned to marry 
the boy ' s father (-:qho was dead when the ca se was seen). 
Ear·lier reference was made to the boy who was living with an Aunt 
e.nd who comprised the category "Other . 11 
Ibminant Parent 
Chilcb:·en in their behavior tend to reflect· the attitudes and 
values of parental figures . The development and inculcati on of the se 
val ues depend, to a l arge degree , on vrhich parent exerts the most 
influen ce i n guiding the_ affairs of the family . 
As would be expected in the homes where the father was absent , 
the mother was the dominant pa ... ent . Ho lfever, in the ten ca"'es where 
the father or step-father was present the mother was al so regarded as 
the dominant parent . I n every ca se she was described as the one who 
was the dominant influence in gluding t he affairs of the family, assum-
ing leader shi p in family life-- disciplining and supervising the children, 
controlling expenditures and ru.'1r.ting the household. 
Maternal Supervision 
Conside_ation has been eiven above to legally unbrok en homes . 
Some authorities have taken the view that "t her e are no or few advantageE 
for the children in quarrel ing ~1d disuni ted families over those fami-
lies t hat are legally and physically broken. 111 
I F . Ivan Nye , Family Rel ationships and_ Delinquent Behavior, p . 4J 
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One of the factors from which the child may receive little benefit 
during this important developmental stage is the lack of the necessary 
supervision by a parental figure because of their unavailability. 
It appears rather significant to point out that in the ten cases 
where both parents were present in the home the mother was employed in 
eight cases . In none of these cases was it possible to determine whe-
ther her hours of employment coincided 'With those of her husband. 
Hovvever, it is highly possible that she would be absent from the home 
when the child left for or returned from school. A further result of 
her employment may be that the time required for her to help and super-
vise the children was lessened considerably, so that a loss of direct 
control was inevitable . Of the six cases where the father was not 
present or the boy was living with foster parents, four of the m::>thers 
worked. In one case the boy had no responsible adult to supervise him 
during his mother's absence . One was seen as being able to take some 
responsibility for personal needs having reached his fourteenth birthday 
prior to this period. TYEo of the boys were supervised by a neighboring 
adult or an older relative. Two of the mothers remained in the home 
and took some responsibility for supervising the home and the child. 
Marital Status 
In studying inter-parental relationships, various investigators 
have made frequent reference to the fact that there is a connection 
between the child ' s adjustment and his relationship with his mother . 
This in turn is related to an appreciable degree to the marital adjust-
ment of the mother. 
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The ten cases in which there were two parents (mother and father 
or step-father) were studied to evaluate the marital adjustment. The 
findings divided the ten cases into three categories: Unsatisfactory, 
1fuch friction and Neurotic. 
Unsatisfactory: 
The marital adjustment was classified as unsatisfactor;J when the 
mothers seldom spoke warmly of their husbands. In contrast they f re-
quently expressed dissatisfaction about certain traits in their spouses 
and an appreciable degree of parental quarreling existed, but there 
was no threat of separation or divorce. 
Much friction : 
In another group of cases evidence of much f riction between husband 
and ·wife could be seen. The mothers in all these cases verbalized 
severe dissatisfaction with their husbands and the marriage in one way 
or another and there were frequent threat s of separation or divorce. 
The evidence of much friction was demonstrated in the following ways. 
One mother expressed the feeling of being under pressure but was 11unable 
to break down and walk out on husband and children." Another mother 
resented her husband's passivity and complained that he was interested 
in sex only after drinking. She had never had sexual intercourse when 
he did not have an odor of alcohol on his bre~Gh. l~s . Reynolds des-
cribed her husband as demanding, unfeeling, selfish. She had started 
divorce proceedings but dropped them. (She finally divorced Mr. Reynolds 
during the latter part of her contact vdth the agency. ) 
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Neurotic: 
A neurotic marriage \Vas one in which there was evidence of a maso-
chistic relationship with the husband. In the cases falling into this 
category the mothers felt extremely unhappy in the relationship with 
husbands who were alcoholic in one case and psychotic in the other . 
One of the mothers (wife of the alcoholic husband) had thought of separa-
tion but did not follow through for the children 1 s sake and because of 
financial ties . 
Mrs . Phillips described her husband as being very ooody; she and 
the children had to be quiet when he is ooody. He was physically abusive 
and she was afraid of being killed. She felt she should leave him but 
could not . During the course of treatment he was connnitted to a psy-
chiatric hospital and following this Mrs. Phillips obtained a divorce. 
Of the ten cases studied to evaluate the marital adjustment, four 
of the mothers were felt to have an unsatisfactory marital adjustment . 
Another group of four mothers described a marriage in which there was 
much friction and two mothers were seen as partner s in a neurotic marriag • 
Health of the Parents 
Health of the parents (both physical and emot ional), like their 
mutual presence in the home, can operate in such a manner as to affect 
the cohesiveness of the family, the supervision of the child and many 
other facets of the family life . As a result , it was considered worthy 
to note the health of the parents . Reference to the parents' health 
w~s rarely made unless there was a present or past disability. 
TABLE 14 
HEALTH OF THE PARENTS 
Health 
Good 
Questionable 
A tive complaints or serious 
hospitalization 
Not given or not present 
Number 
0 
2 
8 
6 
In the two cases "~tmich were considered questionable the mothers 
discussed actively with their caselforkers their insecure feelings about 
t heir emotional health. The case illustrations below indicate some of 
their concern and account for their position on the scale: 
Mrs . Roberts : 11 She mentioned how she feels like something 
b!owing up and said that every-so-oft en she just stands in 
in the kitchen and screams. She said that she gets this 
way because she f i gures she is trying to manage all this alone . " 
Mrs . Reynolds : "She feels inadequate and inhibited with 
regard to talking to other people--particularly when she 
must do anything by herself in a group. She described 
running away from a class in modern ballet because she was 
so frightened of what she could not or would do-she was not 
sure which . She has known for some time that she is quite 
inhibited but does not know what to do about it ." 
In five of the eight cases where there were active complaints it 
was the mother who •vas ill. Two of these cases included hospitalization 
for a psychiatric disorder- -one was a con~irmed alcoholic. The other 
two cases involved principally physical disorders--one had been syphiliti 
and was also hospitalized for other illnesses and the other had three 
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complaints--pneumonia, anemia and hepatitis. In addition another mother 
complained of migraine headaches for which she received frequent medi-
cations . The family :was affected primarily by the father's enhtional 
illness and was counted among the active complainants • . 
Of the three cases which involved illness of the fathers, one 
included a hospitalization for p~ychiatric disorder, one was partially 
crippled from rheumatoid arthritis and the other had a serious siege 
of pneUlOOnia. 
Family Size and Ordinal Position 
The findings indicated that there was no general pattern in the 
size of the families nor any significant ·feature regarding the boy's 
ordinal position in his family . 
Family 
Size 
1 
2 
3 
4 . 
5 
6 
7 
TABLE 15 
FAMILY SIZE AND ORDINAL POSITIOtl OF THE FIRESETTERS 
Ordinal Position 
--------------------~~~ -----------------------
Only Child 
3 
... 
Total 3 
First Born 
1 
1 
2 
3 
2 
1 
2 
8 
Last Born 
1 
1 
1 
3 
Total 
3 
1-
5 
1 
3 
1 
2 
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In three of the cases the firesetter was the only child in his 
family. The greatest concentration of cases was of families in which 
t here wer e three to five children; these categories included nine of 
the cases . There were thr ee fam:l.lies which could be considered l arge 
(six or seven children) and four small famil ies (one or two children). 
Two of the boys were first-born in their family and three were 
the youngest . One-half of the cases involved boys who occupied a middle 
position among their siblings. 
Summa;ry of the Families of the Firesetters 
We have seen that there was no general pattern in the size of the 
families nor any significant finding regarding the boys ordinal position. 
Information on the father's occupation revealed that the group tended 
t oward non-professional occupations. 
It was also indicated that the majority of the boys lived with 
both natural parents . The mothers were the dominant parent even in the 
cases when the father was in the home. :r'hree-fourths of the mothers 
had occupations outside the home. In the t en cases where the marital 
adjustment was reviewed, it was seen to be unsatisfactory, with much 
friction or neurotic . One-half of the families were affected by active 
illness or serious hospitalizations of one of the parents. 
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CHAPI'ER V 
THE PARENT.:.CHILD RELATIONSHIP AND DISCIPLINE 
The classical picture of the primary behavior disorder 
is an extremely aggressive child who acts out his impulses . 
However he feels, so he acts . This is because he has a defi-
cient superego or internal moral authority; he is neither 
restrained from within nor, since he has a poor perception of 
and adaptation to reality, held back by social controls . The 
aggression may always be interpreted as reaction to the re-
strictions and frustrati ons of the early (usually parental 
environment, •••• 
Boys who use firesetting as a method of decreasing or solving their 
difficulties tend to fall into the category of primary behavior disorder. 
From the formulation made above it is apparent that annng the f actors 
contributing to the formation of the primary behavior disorders are the 
parental child relationships existing in the child 's environment and 
the type of discipline he has recieved. An attempt will be made to 
evaluate these two factors in the lives of the sixteen boys studied. 
Parent-Child Relationships 
In attempting to evaluate the predominant characteristic of the 
parent-child relationship, each case was closely studied. Table 16 
shows the characteristic factor in the m:>ther-child relationships of 
the boys studied. 
1Hamilton, ~· .£!!•, p . 4.5 . 
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TABLE 16 
MOTHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS IN THE CASE OF THE 
SIXTEEN FIRESETTERS 
Type of Relationship Number of Cases 
Over-close--sexualized 5 
Over-protective 1 
Over-identifi cation 1 
Rejection 8 
The material given by the mother in five cases in her discussions 
with the caseworker indicated the existence of a relationship in which 
the tie betYteen the mother and son was unusually close with appreciable 
sexual overtones. ln all five cases the marital relationship was des-
cri be d as being uns :tisfactory for the mother . 
The five mot hers described to the worker the meaning their sons 
had for them and how each some seemed to reserve all his love for her 
to the exclusion of their fathers or other siblings. I n two of the 
ca ses t he mothers slept '!lith the sons during extensive periods when 
t .. e husband wa.s absent from the home--in one of these latter t wo t he 
mother described a physical display of erotic behavior betvreen herself 
and her child. 
Selections from two cases are presented below in order to present 
a clearer picture of the type of descriptive material that was found in 
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the case records, causing them to be considered as presenting sexualized 
situations. The case of Ralph MacCovitch, which fell into this cate-
gory, is presented in Chapter VII ..• 
Mrs. Phillips, mother of Howard : 
She doesn 't love him and kiss him as she does the other chil-
dren. This is because Howard means more t o her than 'the little 
children ' do .... She says how being hers, she has a strange 
feeling for him. ... It is as though she wants to protect him. 
She says she doesn't love him any more than the other children, 
and then says she loves him differently in a protective way. 
She f eels, she thinks, more this way towards Howard than the 
two girls . She thinks she understands him more because his 
feelings are so much like hers . 
Howard's therapist observed that he is concerned with the 
seductiveness of his mother and his phantasy of incestuous 
feelings. trlfie discussed his feelings when his second half-
si ster was born .' He had the phanta sy that he was the father 
of that particular sister.. .. In other intervievrs Howard 
t alked about his mother's frequent kisses that he thor-
oughly disliked. " · 
Mrs. Larson, mother of Jack : 
"Recently Jack has been rather seclusive and hasn't talked 
much to his parents. The boys have always been closer to 
her than they have been to Mr. Larson, but she doesn't 
think this is so unnatural . She knows that Jack and his 
siblings love their father and respect him, but there is 
l ittle conversation between them. They do talk a lot to 
her, but not the things she want s t o hear. 1"Jben worker 
asked her to explain she became vague, but worker was left 
vdth the impression that she wanted to know their .ideas, 
rather than their activities . She did tell of one incident 
t rying to illustrate how she is trying to get closer to 
Jack . She mentioned that >men Jack went to bed ear l y last 
night, she had asked him to come in bed vd th her, so that 
they could talk, but the boy had refused and said he wasn 1t 
ill, just tired and vmnted to go to sleep. 
She discussed how she assumes all the responsibility for 
the children--does hom1work -..ti.th them and goes to Boy 
Scout meetings with Jack." 
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It was evident in the psychiatric conference that Jack was 
reacting to a real seductive mother and her encouraging him 
to lose control . Especially indicated was her kissing Jack 
up to the present time despite Mr. Larson 's negative reac-
tions to this . She mentioned he would kiss her and go out 
and set a fire . 
In all five cases there seemed to be a conflict centering around 
the triangle of mother, father and child which had persisted from a 
very early period in the child's life. As previously indicated, all 
sixteen mothers were considered as the dominant parent, and in the five 
cases falling into this category this seemed to be particularly so. 
One of the fathers maintained amther family with whom most of 
his time was spent; two of the fathers were physically or emotionally 
disabled to such a degre~ that the mothers became the breadwinners. 
The two remaining fathers were described as unable to express ~ feel-
ings and not having any backbone. They both brought home the money for 
expenses and this was the extent of their carrying out their role as 
fathers . 
As is so often the case when the father is passive, the mothers 
were seen as aggressive, somewhat hostile and extremely seductive . 
·il'l..ile on the one hand, encouraging the child's overt expression of 
affection, it was likely that they would appear to the child as capable 
of being punitive and depriving if the response exceeded a certain degree 
This seemed to be especially true in one case where the child constantly 
accused the mother of wanting to get rid of him. In three other cases 
the mother displayed over-protective behavior, not wanting the child 
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to join the Boys Club and keeping him close to her, as if attempting 
to defeat any attempt for them to become men, thus in a rather symbolical 
fashion, castrati ng them. 
The mother 's seductiveness was likely to be considered in the 
child 1 s mi nd as inviting the retaliation of the father, who was seen 
by the child as the rightful one to occupy the mother's interest; by 
virtue of his size and strength. In addition, as a result of the edu-
cational and maturational process the exclusi-ve possession of the mother 
tends to become more and more unacceptable and forbidden. These fea-
tures seemed to create an an..nety, ,,.hich to the child may have become 
so great that he was forces to escape from the situation which fostered 
it . It would seem that this was directly related to the running away, 
which was recorded in two of the boys, while t he others engaged in such 
acting-out behavior as breaking and entering and attempts to drown 
another child, as if attempting t o force some authority figure to remove 
them from the situation. 
In the five cases in •vhich there seemed to exist an over-close 
sexualized situation, it is quite likely t hat the firesetting activities 
may have been unconsciously related to the nature of the parent-child 
relationship and represented overt attempt s by these children to escape 
from the intensity and danger of the relationship with their xrothers . 
In considering the meaning of the parent-child relationship, 
another group of cases was found in which the most significant charac-
teristic appeared to be that of rejection . The material provided through 
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casework interviews gave evidence of an excessive amount of parental 
rejection, many times in preference to another child or children of the 
other sex. It is basically true that in every relationship, of which 
a parent-child relationship may be an epitome, there are some elements 
of rejection . However, in the eight cases falling into this category, 
rejection was reflected to an outstanding degree. 
Excerpts from cases are given below to indicate the type of cases 
falling into this group . 
Mrs . Peters, mother of Henry: 
She begins the hour almost immediately by saying that she 
was in the State Hospital three years ago, that the boy is 
making her so upset and so worried she does not know what 
to do with him.. • • She seems in an almost pleading, whin-
ing sort of way to emphasize he is more than she can take •••• 
She speaks with some resentment and anger as she emphasxzes 
that he does not seem to mind her, he does not seem to want 
to do anything she says. • • • She talks of the anger that she 
feels toward Henry, and how nervous she gets inside and how 
jumpy her stomach gets that she does not know what to do. 
She apeaks of the shame that she feels in the neighborhood 
for everybody knows about Henry. 
In discussing possible placement, defensively she indicated 
that she did not want anyone to think that she wanted to 
get rid of her children, but if it was going to help Henry, 
she was certainly 'Willing to go along with this. 
Mrs . Schenk, mother of Harvey: 
She had no reluctance at all in indicating that Harvey was 
an illegitimate child and that there was no thought of her 
marrying the man who was his father, and that alt ogether 
she seemed reasonably contented with her life. She has 
always worked and Harvey was placed in a foster home, which 
she had secured through an ad in the paper, from the time he 
was an infant until he was five years old. This placement 
was terminated by the mother, as the foster mo·ther was not 
well and she felt that she could manage now that Harvey was 
of school age . 
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?trs . Schenk recently moved away from her sister's although 
this provided no supervision for Harvey. She left :rooney at 
a spa and he would buy his lunch usually. Following fire-
setting she placed him in another foster home, secured through 
an ad also . It had not occured to her that the previous foster 
home may be available . To meet her finances she secured a 
night job in a store and when the Wbrker commented on how tired 
she must be, she replied that although she worked from early 
morning till ten at night it was just as well since it did not 
give her any time to think or miss Harvey. 
Rejection is as complicated in its etiology and manifestations as 
in its effects on children. In two of the eight cases which fell into 
tlds category the parents had hoped to have girls when the boys were 
born. It was impossible to distinguish the cause for the rejection in 
the other six cases, although it would seem quite related to the parents 
disappointment in boys . This disappointment appeared to result from 
the boy' s failure to conform to parental demands and his inability to 
live up to their expectations, as indicated by such statements by the 
parents: The mother of Bob Jenkins said, "He like all men is no good . 11 
The mother of Henry Peters said, "I don ' t know why he has to be this 
way; I have done all I can for him. " 
Parental rejection of their offspring is known to be quite preva-
lent when there is marital disharmony. The eight cases seemed to be in 
accordance with this viewpoint , as it was noted that all eight mothers 
expressed some disappointment in their marital partners or marriages, 
of which four had ended in separation or divorce . It is felt that the 
rejection of the boys as was seen in these eight cases may be related 
to the parents ' incompatibility and inability to assume their responsi-
bilities as marital partners . 
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Three of the mothers were simultaneou sly described as being over-
protective and controlling of the boys, so that the boys were extremely 
confused and insecure in relation to their position in the family and 
especially as recipients of their mother 1 s attention. It is quite 
l ikely that the two extremely contrasting forms of maladjustment as 
indicated in Table 8 may be the results of inconsistent parental hand-
ling of the child and his need to react nth aggressiveness and sub-
missiveness at one and the same time. 
The outstanding personality defect in the rejected child, whether 
the rejection is concealed or overt , is t he lack of a feeling of securit • 
or o f a s ense of belonging with an all pervasive anxiety. This anxiety 
may express itself in the form of self-depreeiation as he feels himself 
worthless and unlovable, reflecting the picture of himself as he feels 
others see him. On the contrary the reject ion may cause a respons e of 
anger and resentment at the attitude adopted by his parents and may be 
expr e s sed by displays of hostile, aggres sive behavior . This t oo would 
be in a ccordance with t he contrasting type of symptomatic behavior of 
a cting out and withdrawal which t he boys expressed. The fires which 
the boys of t his group set may well have been their attempts t punish 
or destroy the rejecting parent by doing away with them, to destroy the 
home, source of their frustration, or to secure their parents' attention 
and love . 
Three of the cases did not seem to fit in either of the two cate-
gories mentioned. One of them seemed to be characterized by an over-
protectiveness on the mother surrogate's part and one with an extreme 
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identification between m::>ther and son. The other was that of a boy 
who had a long- standing experience in foster homes . This latter case 
may well fit into the category of rejection but it was felt that suf-
ficient information to warrant such a classification was not available . 
An illustrative excerpt from the case where over-protectiveness 
was seen as the basic characteristic of the parent- child relationship 
is given below. 
Michael Pierce: 
Mrs . Baker was Michael 1 s aunt and had raised him from the 
time he was deserted by his parents at an early age . She 
reared him and his two siblings until they had left recently 
to live 11ith their father who had remarried and was residing 
in a.oother state. :Mrs . Baker had given the children ever 
minor thing they wanted and kept them rather dependent upon 
her, l.mtil with the approaching adolescence they developed 
other interests, at which time she became distressed. This 
developement of outside interests later was very threateni ng 
to Mrs. Baker and she seemed to draw Michael close to her . 
She gave him several dollars each week, claiming that he 
might steal if he was deprived of anything he wanted . 
Mrs . Baker refused to accept the fact of Michael ' s fire-
setting or stealing when she was told by a police officer. 
Even when Michael had told her of' his participation in these 
activities, she dismissed this as a mistake or as the fault 
of' Michael ' s companions . She refused to let Michael work 
part-time during the summer because he was too young (four~ 
teen years) and sickly. She did not see this as necessary 
because she and her husband were working and could take care 
of his needs . 
Overprotection can cause a variety of repercussions as the child 
continues to develop. For a child who remains securely under the care 
and protection of his mother, reality always remains unknown and when 
by some unforeseen circumstance the child comes face-to-face with it, 
it can easily be overwhelming. The ego needs to learn gradually and 
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does so through trial and error. Ignorance of a situation naturall;r 
precludes dealing with it unconstructively, not because of any inherent 
inadequacy, but resulting from a lack of an opportunity to learn. 
Through misunderstanding and occasionally thr ough inflexible adher-
ence to some of the modern theor ies of child-rearing, some parents feel 
that a child should be protected from any frustration and guilt . Such 
practices cripple the development of the inner conscience, or superego, 
-which is of vit al necessity if the child is to develop into a sociable 
adult .dealing maturely with frustrat ions and feeling an appropriate 
sense of guilt for some impulses and behavi or . 
It is felt that ?dchael, who set fires to two trucks mer ely because 
he wanted to see an explosion, had failed to build up any constructive 
defenses against the unbridled expression of his impulses . This was 
because of the unyielding prevention of independent behavior by his 
foster parents. 
The remaining case presented a picture of an extreme identification 
of the mother with her son. To illustrate, the f ollovdng excerpt was 
selected from the case . 
Mrs . Reynolds , mother of Paul : 
She sai6 that if she ever has felt that she knows someone 
well, it is Paul . Then came quite a long and detailed des-
cription of how the two of them are so very much alike . 
They enjoy the same things, have the same interests, they 
think alike, feel alike and al so their reactions are in many 
ways the same . I explored many of the things Mrs . Reynolds 
brought forth further and somehow got the feeling as if she 
c; re lly thinking about Paul in terms of herself. She 
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finally even said that quite often they do not need to com-
municate verbally because she understands the boy so well in 
terms of herself. She said that very often she ·reels annoyed 
at her husband because he will question Paul about something, 
or say something that she feels strongly he should not do 
because he shoUld know. ·- But.·thi:m .. she has to remind hersel.f 
that, after all, he does not know Paul as well as she does. 
She ended this part of the discussion by talking about (and 
actually using the word) their strong identification vdth 
each other . 
The worker who saw Mrs . Reynolds was impressed with the fact 
that Mrs. Reynolds used Paul to express and act out her o1m 
feelings and impulses, especially when it came to the expres-
sion of anger and hostility. 
This relationship rna~ be seen as another form of overprotection 
in which the mother attempts to maintain and reinforce the closeness 
between herself and the .child, as was experienced during her pregnancy 
and the child 1 s infancy. It is as if the mother sees the child as an 
extension of herself and treats him as such, preventing his growth into 
more independent behavior . This type of relationship is most commonly 
presented by mothers who fit Helene Deutsch 1s 2 description of the mas-
culine or aggressive woman . As such they only partially accept their 
femininity and express their masculine strivings through their sons, 
who represent their masculine side, and in some extreme cases their 
masculine phallus . This coincides rather closely 'With the "l'lt>rker ' s 
impression of Mrs . Reynolds ' use of Paul to express her own aggression 
and hostility. 
Paul was reported as having set three fires . The first · of these 
was set following one of the :many separations between his parents. The 
2Helene Deutsch, The Psychology of Women, vol. I, p . 317. 
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other two were set after his male therapist had cancelled two successive 
appointments . ·rt is quite likely that these fires may have been related 
to the absence of two significant males who could exert some controls 
over the expression of his impulses and prevent his mother' s castrating 
him. 
Summary on the Parent-Child Rel ationship 
Two major patterns of parent-child relationships were found among 
t he gr oup . One involved the existence of an over- close sexualized 
situation and included five boys . The other major pattern was that 
characterized by rejection and invol ve d eight boys . 
Three boys were seen in which the pattern of parent-child relation-
ships differed to the above and also between the three . One of the 
boys lived vdth an overly~protective aunt and in one case there was a 
neurotic identification between mot her and son. In the remaining case 
the boy was placed at Nazereth, a parochial home for delinquent boys, 
so that the parent-child relationship was not evaluated. 
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Discipline 
The techniques required for proper child-rearing involve a balance 
between encouragement of self-expression and freedom on the one hand 
and training for conformity on the other. Along with rights, the child 
has some responsibilities, so that too few restrictions, like too many, 
are undesirable . The child w.i.th his growing curiosity and increasing 
physical adequacy tends to want to defY rules and regulations and rebel 
against authority. On the other hand, he finds comfort and satisfaction 
when some restrictions are enforced or attempts are made to curb some 
of his activities . Complete failure on the part of his parents to curb 
some of his enterprises leads to confusion and unhappiness. As a result 
disci pline i s an important aspect of any child 1 s gro-wth, and the atti-
tudes and practices which his parents adopt contribute to a child's 
success or failure to lea.I:n to personally suppress his impulses and to 
forego immediate pleasures in anticipation of desirable future goals . 
Of the many conditions listed as causal factors o£ delinquency, 
Burt states that "the group showing the closest connection with crime 
consists of those that may be summed up under the head of defective dis-
cipline . Such features are encountered five times as often with delin-
quents as with non-delinquent children. 11 3 
Gleuck, in making a similar comparison, found that the most marked 
difference was the greater extent to which the parents of delinquents 
resorted to physical punishment , rather than reason vY.ith the boys about 
their misconduct . 4 
3Cyril Burt, op. cit ., p. 92 . 
4m P.11 ~'k nn .l!{t. --;:;" l ~ ~ 
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With an approach similar ·&o that used to evaluate the parent-child 
relationship, each case was reviewed in order to evaluate the discipli-
nary attitudes and methods existing in the families of the firesetters. 
Of the sixteen cases reviewed for this study, there was available 
information oil the disciplinary attitudes and methods employed in th 
families of all the boys except one . Table ··17 -indicates. the t.ype o~ · 
parental discipline that was described i n the boys' experience. 
TABLE 17 
PARENI'AJ... DISCIPLI NE OF THE BOYS 
Parental Discipline 
Permissive 
Inconsistent 
Parents unable to discipline 
Harsh and Punitive 
Unknown 
Number of Cases 
1 
8 
5 
1 
1 
As indicated in Table 17, there were two prevailing patterns in 
the group whic..l-J. will be discussed later. Mrs. Baker, parent surrogate, 
was considered permissive in her approach to discipline while one father 
was harsh and punitive. Illustrations of these two are given below. 
Mrs . Baker_,: mther of Mi chael : 
Mrs. Baker C-alked a great deal about the amount of money she 
and her husband gave Michael each week and it usually totalled 
several dollars . The worker suggested the possibility of an 
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allowance which would help Michael to plan his own expendi~ 
tures and give him the experience of handling money. This 
Y~s. Baker tended to .dismiss as it seems their chief fear 
was that Michael oul:i steal if he was deprived of anything 
he wanted. Mrs . Baker continued to ' thank God ' that she has 
her job so that she can give Michael the things he wants'. 
They live simply and they have all they want . It is important, 
she feels, for their children also to have what they want . 
Mrs . Roberts, mother of Jerry: 
Jerry was seen as receiving little attention from his father 
other than in matters relating to discipline . !~ . Roberts 
was described by Mrs . Roberts as being very severe with Jerry 
and his siblings, beating them for minor misdemeanors. At 
one time, when visited by a worker, the children were observed 
sitting motionless while in the same room with t heir father . 
Mr . Roberts was not at home often and paid little or no atten-
tion to his family . 
Extreme permissiveness >Tith children t nds to provide a false 
freedom iri which the child grows up uncontrolled and unsure of himself, 
u_ncertain of what to do and what not to do . Children reared in this 
type of atmosphere sometimes fail to develop an adequate superego . As 
a result, they may become so frightened by any responsibility that they 
are unable to express themselves and their impulses in any way, desir-
able or otherwise . On the other hand, the individual may accept the 
freedom as tacit permission to act out his impulses •vithout any concern 
for the consequences of his acts . 
It was felt that !uchael was severely lacking in inner controls . 
His firesetting was seen as one of his attempts to gain or have some 
controls imposed on him . It i s quite possible that he may have been 
provoking some official restraints, such as one available from the 
Police Department, so that he would not be allowed to lose his control 
over his impulses . 
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As implied above, punishment or controls used with discretion can 
be of value to a child because of the lessons in reality perception he 
can learn from them. st authorities suggest that punishment should 
fit the crime, or in other words, should be a logical consequence of 
the child's misbehavior. A child who receives excessive punishment may 
develop an overly-rigid or punitive superego which restricts any free 
activity. Conversely he may react with indifference to any form of 
disapproval or punishment, which is another form of superego forma-
tion. Another result from harsh and punitive discipline comes when 
punishment is the only form of attention a child receives from his 
parents . It is possible that the child may prefer punishment rather 
than be ignored. He may then invite punishment in order to convince 
himself that he is loved or at least noticed. 
Sufficient information to support any speculation as to the effect 
of excessive punishment on Jerry was felt t o be lacking. The author; 
however, would wonder if t he voices which J erry heard telling him to 
light the fires may not be the expression of an over-developed or rigid 
superego and his firesetting activities geared to check and expiate 
some form of imaginary guilt . 
In further evaluating the d:Bciplinary techniques and approaches, 
eight cases were found in which the attitudes and techniques were incon-
sistend or erratic. While we assume that parents have to vary their 
controls and permissiveness under certain circumstances, the inconsist-
ency in nine of the cases was appreciable to an outstanding degree. 
This inconsistency included not only a confused mixture of permission 
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and refusal regarding certain activities, but also extreme differences 
of opinion between the parents on t he matters of discipline . To ill~1s-
trat,e the nature of these cases, excerpts from a few records will be 
!>resented. 
Mrs . Andrews, oother of Peter : 
In a very quiet manner, yet with some feeling, she began to 
bring out the fact that the boys {Peter and a ten year old 
sibiing) will not listen to Mr . Andrews when he tells them to 
do anything. She feels this is so becaus he will not and 
never has ' beat them. t She feels that he should because this 
is the reason -why they will not listen . She expressed the 
feeling that her husband never stands up to them and is never 
able to be very strong and determined in his control of the 
children . She feels this has always been the case, that he 
has always ' pampered ' them and that at times she has. to step 
in and holler at her husband to be stronger and more affirma-
tive with the children. 
On another occasion she mentioned that Peter had committed 
some misdemeanor at home . She added that she ' punished 
Peter by putting him in bed but did not keep him there for 
more than half an hour . 
Mrs . Phil lips, mother of Howard : 
Mrs . Phillips discussed the matter of discipline consider-
ably with the caseworker. She described her husband as being 
very rooody and severe in his punishment of the children. On 
one occasion she described how severely he beat Howard and 
added, "I didn 1t know a man could beat his own child that 
way. " She said another time, "He won't let the children cry 
and when I am home I let them cry and be children." 
With regard to herself she told, "VVhen my husband is .WOrking, 
Howard will jump on the furniture and will deliberately throw 
things around .the room. I think he wants me to come after 
him. I do not get angry with him but just do not like him 
to do this . " 
One of the major influences in the development of the superego is 
the definition parents give to acceptable behavior as they permit and 
forbid various acts and responses . When there are inconsistencies in 
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discipline stemming from one parent or a wide difference between the 
methods of the two parents, the child perceives a confused picture of 
acceptable behavior . 
The child feels secure if the demands and privileges available are 
predictable . If this is not so, the child tends to guide his behavior 
according to his evaluation of parental tolerance at the given moment . 
Away from parent in a world that is strange and indistinguishable 
because of his inadequate conception and faced with a situation that 
requires certain behavior, the child has no yardstick and is unable to 
respond freely. In such case s the superego tends to be inadequate, as 
it usually takes shape from requirements ·which are consistently imposed 
on the child. A parental attitude that is perceived in a confused pat-
tern does not readily become a part of the superego structure . 
Of all the types of defective discipline, Burt considers as "the 
most frequent of all and the most disastrous, the union of license and 
severity with the same home . u5 Any effects this form of defective dis.:. 
cipline had on the nine boys falling into this category and its rela-
tionship to their firesetting was difficult to distinguish and beyond 
the scope of this study. 
The other major pattern that evolved when the cases were reviewed 
with an attempt to evaluate the discipline was that of five cases in 
which the parents were unable or unwilling to provide any type of dis-
cipl ine for the boys . In three of the five cases the mothers described 
a complete bewilderment on their parts as to what to do with their sons . 
They had tried all forms of disciplinary techniques but had been unable 
rJ. 
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to find any one that worked successfully. So complete was their dis-
couragement that they had considered placement as the ultimate solution. 
Ralph MacCovitch is a good example of a case falling into this category. 
His case will be presented in more detailed summary forms in Chapter VII 
One of the mothers indicated that she was afraid of her eleven year 
old son and had been very reluctant to question some of his activities 
about which she had received complaints from the school and neighbors. 
On one occasion vmen she had suspected him of smoking, she was unable 
to ask him about this until he be came sick and subsequently told her 
of his ·s:mOking . 
The remaining mother, Mrs . Leopold, denied any anxiety or worry 
about any of her children. 1!ihen told about Frank 1 s fireset ting acti-
vities, she was surprised but did not think he would repeat these. 
··,fhen she asked him why he had done it, he said that he had just felt 
like doing it and 11 did it on his own . " Mrs . Leopold a ccepted this 
·\'d.thout any further concern. She expressed a similar lack of concern 
for Frank 's bedwetting and his failure to continue his activities at 
the Boys Club . The case was eventually terminated when neglect pro-
ceedings were brought about by the Massachusetts Society for the Pre-
vention of Cruelty to Children and Frank was permanently commit ted to 
the Divisi on of Child Guardianship. 
Irene Josselyn refers to a group of parents vtho become ineffe-ctual 
in their discipline because they vicariously derive some unconscious 
gratification from the child's particular behavior. 6 The unfortunate 
6Irene Josselyn, The Happl Child1 p. 278. 
consequences resulting every time the parent gains some satisfaction 
through serious violations by the child can be nu1nerous and far-reaching 
The parent 's vicarious enjoyment is postulated as a possible cause for 
the inability and unwillingness to provide discipline for the five boys 
in this category. 
SummerY on Discipline 
The major pattern of discipline was an inconsistent or erratic 
one which affected eight of the boys. Five of the boys live d l'lith 
mothers who were observed as unwilling or incapable of providing any 
discipline for their sons . 
One of the boys was seen as recipient of harsh and punitive disci-
pline while another resided with his aunt who was permissive . 
CHAPl' ER VI 
THE NATURE OF THE FI RESETTING 
It was in this area that informative details were most lacking. 
As would be expected, the workers were concerned primarily •vith treat-
ment and not with recording for research purposes . However , the informa 
tion in some cases was ample and is presented here to provide a picture 
of the fires set and the repercussions . 
Of the group it was found that t welve of the poys had set either 
one, two, three or four fires with three in each category. There was 
one case involving five episodes, one in which there were 11manyl' 
episodes and one involving seventeen episodes . The latter case was 
reported by the probation officer as entailing three cases of arson 
and fourteen cases of attempts to commit arson• 
There was wide- spread variety in the sites of the fires . The 
largest number of fires, or nine cases, was set in the boys ' own homes 
and there were seven cases in which the fires were set in the homes of 
strangers, relatives or neighbors . Two fires Viere lit in schools . 
Further ·information indicated that six fires were set i n factories 
and warehouses and five in automobiles (this included tm trucks, two 
cars and a train coach) . Three brush fires were reported as set by 
the boys st~died. 
The site of the fires, the largest number of these being in the 
boys ' own homes, seems to be directly related to the sources of the 
boys 1 stress of difficulties . As a result it is not surprising to see 
the boys' own homes and schools reported in this list. The reason for 
the boys' selections of the other sites may be as varied and complex 
as were the sites themselves and are beyond the scope of this study. 
Firesetting is an act of serious social implications and the damage 
caused by these activities can be severe. The potention, incalculable 
threat of destruction is what always makes fires so dangerous . The 
~ires set by the boys in t!ds study seem to have been set impulsi l y 
with little thought as to the potentia.J. danger involving possible hazard 
to people trapped within the house, the direction of the wind and the 
possible destruction of property. With the exception of four cases, 
the boys did not seem primarily interested in destroying property but 
through an irresistible impulse merely applied a match and lit a fire. 
In the four cases mentioned above the boys seemed to have done 
some calculated planning prior to setting the fires. As such, their 
activities may be considered as motivating firesetting . Excerpts from 
these four cases follow: 
Peter Andrews : 
Peter appeared before the Juvenile Court on complaints of 
fourteen cases of attempted arson and three cases of arson. 
Among his acts were included setting fire to a three-family 
tenement house at the rear of which he had placed a mattress. 
An attempt to burn papers which were wrapped around a chair 
was made and an automobile was badly burned after he had 
thrown lighter fluid into the glove compartment and ignited 
it . A further attempt entailed setting a fire to a paper 
carton in the boiler room of a hotel which he entered 
through an open bulkhead. 
Michael Pierce : 
It was reported that Michael had observed the trucks earlier 
in t he week and planned to set fire to them later. On the 
night in question he left the house about 1 :OO A. M. with the 
definite purpose in mind of setting a fire in the vehicles . 
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Jack Larson: 
He had intended to go to a teacher's house but got into the 
wrong house. Earlier he had worked out some complicated 
system involving clothes pins and rubber bands with which 
he could set one roof afire from a neighboring roof. 
Ralph MacCovitch : 
He had set fire to an abandoned house and later indicct ed 
that he had done this because he "wanted to call the fire 
trucks and be a hero. 11 
In the cases reviewed none of the reported fires caused any loss 
of life, although in one case three families were driven out of their 
tenement house which was totally destroyed. The information available 
on damage caused by the fires indicated that three caused "small" damage, 
while one was reported as causing "considerable11 damage. In five cases 
where the damage i"Tas reported in mnetary figures, one was listed as 
causing ~~ &.>0 damage. Two fires resulted in a damage of $3,000 and one 
fire caused ~r4,ooo damage while the largest figure reported was B,ooo 
worth of damage. 
A definite attitude toward or reason for his firesetting activi-
ties was available from only nine of the cases. These were given by 
the child when he was later interviewed by a psychiatrist. The only 
signii~cant difference in the reasons given was present among those who 
accepted the blame and those who projected the blame to some degree . 
Of the latter, there were three boys who gave reasons similar to 
the one following: 
Frank Leopold: 
He said he had set several fires, and although he knew this 
was wrong, it was because of his association with the wrong 
kind of kids. 
67 
I 
I 
Among those six who tended to accept the blame, the reasons given 
varied considerably with no two citing similar reasons. In one instance 
the boy said that he "wanted to see an explosion," (having set fire to 
two parked trucks), while another indicated that he lit the fire in an 
abandoned house " so he could call the firE:·'·.trucks and be a hero." One 
boy told about his fascination with fires indicating that frequently 
he would burn trash around the home while imagining it was a house burn-
ing do'V'fll. On occations he would stand as close as possible while watch-
ing. After lighting three fires in his own home, he said that it was 
a Hallovreen prank. 
One boy who lit two fires cited his anger at school and subsequent~ 
his father 1 s departure f'rom the home. He added that on both occasions 
he had heard a voice within his nead saying that he should take some 
matches and light the fires. He was unable to identify the ol'lller of 
the voice but was certain that it was not a voice from outside but one 
within his head. 
It was originally thought that it would be helpful to determine 
the mother's view of the firesetting. However, this was found to be 
impractical because the info~~tion was sparse as a result of incomplete 
exploration. It was, however, noted that of the nine cases where the 
mother an~vered a question relating to her view of the boy's firesetting, 
there >irere five who projected the blame onto environmental factors. 
Among the factors cited was a recent move to a new neighborhood, several 
changes in school and his association with the "wrong companions." 
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One mother suggested that his activities had a physical basis 
resulting from her previous syphilitic infection• Another mother indi-
cated that his fire-setting was due to idleness and boredom during the 
boy's lunch hour. One mother surrogate had difficulty believing that 
it was her nephew who lit the fires and suggested that it must have been 
a mistake, even though the ooy admitted that he had lit the fires. In 
one case the mother suggested that the boy had lit the fires in order 
to bring his parents back together. They had been separated for one 
month when the fires were lit. 
Sum.1nary on the Nature of the Firesetting 
It was found that twelve of the boys had set from one to four fires, 
while the largest number of fires set was seventeen episodes which 
included fourteen attempts and three actual cases of arson. 
The largest number of fires were set in the boys' own homes; other 
sites included the homes of strangers, schools, automobiles, factories 
and brush fires. The damage resulting from the fires was reported as 
being from small to considerable, while the greatest damage reported in 
monetary figures was $8,000. 
Of the group some of the boys projected the blame for their acti-
vities, while others accepted the blame, citing a variety of reasons . 
Most of the mothers projected the blame on environmental factors . 
This was an area where the findings were rather sparse but the 
information has been presented to give some picture of the activities 
in which the boys had been engaged. 
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CHAPTER VII 
CASE PRESENTATIONS 
As described in Chapter V, there were two major classificat ions 
of the parent-child relationship among the sixteen cases of this sample-
an over-close sexualized situation and rejection--and two major classi-
ficat i ons of discipline--erratic and nonexistent. 
The two following cases have been chosen to illustrate examples 
of these categories. 
Ralph MacCovitch: A case in which there was an over-close sexua-
lized situation existing and where the mother was unable to discipline 
him. 
Peter Andrews: A case in which the boy was rejected and the dis-
cipline was erratic. 
THE CASE OF 'RALPH MACCOVIT CH 
Ralph is a five-year-old boy who was referred to the agency 
following an expulsion from nursery s chool where he had been 
overly aggressive and had pushed a girl into the lake. He 
had been expelled from various schools because of a serious 
inability to adjust and his mother had complained of her own 
difficulty in controlling him at home . Mrs . ~JacCovitch i s a 
.forty-four year old Italian, Catholic divorcee who was living, 
1mmarried, with the father of her son, Ralph, for the last 
twelve years. Mr. MacCovitch still maintains his marriage 
and has three children with his wife, vthom he abandons and 
returns to on occasions. ·when the case was originally s-een, 
he had returned to his wife, supposedly on a non-support 
charge. However, he later returned to Mrs . ·MacCovitch, 
~pending a couple nights a week wlth her. 
Ralph was born by caesarean section. He had been a sickly 
child, characterized by a bronchial condition present all 
his life and a recurrent fever which was never clearly 
d.iagno sed to the mother's knowledge. This condition 
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required numerous hospitalizations- -at one month, four months, 
nine months , ten months and again at twelve month~. In all he 
had been hospitalized sixteen times . During his third year he 
was hospitalized for a partially paralyzed leg . The condition 
cleared and although they requested clinic visits every six 
months , the mother failed to continue. Ralph was placed in 
f oster homes a number of times and his mother dates the onset 
of the problem to his first placement . He felt at the time that 
she was trying to get rid of him and continues to fear this. 
:ttcther a<11lits that she had threatened t o give him away. 
Ralph saw little of his father who was occasionally in and out 
of the home . 'When he was there he was rather indiff erent to 
Ralph. Ralph has constantly slept ""v'v'ith his mother when his 
father was out of the home . His mother s~ i~ that he often had 
a11 erection while she was bathing him, even at six or seven 
years of age. In addition she indicated that she made little 
attempts to prevent his s eeing her in the nude . 
Ralph was in the first grade when seen and the teacher reported 
that he V\'a.S making an average adjustment in class .. He was 
poorest in activities demanding motor coordination . She also 
reported that he got along well vdth her and the girls in his 
class but fought a good deal with the boys, outside the class-
room . 
In the early phase of treatment , Mrs . MacCovitch told t hat she 
was 'one of eight cr.d.ldren, all of whom Vfere born vdth syph..i.lis 
(four of them had died of it) . Mrs . MacCovitch ' s mother and 
father both died of syphilis also . Mrs . :MacCovi .tch wa s placed 
in an institution when she was seven years old because of 
continued. truancy in the company of boys . Vihile there her 
syphilitic condition was di s covered, unknown to her, and cured. 
She first lmevf about it during her marriage to lfl!' . Newman ; she 
became terrified and checked on it at which t ime she was told 
that she no longer had the disease . Mr . Nevnnan wa s involved 
1vith t he police several times on serious charges which led to 
their divorce. 
:Mrs . MacCovitch started l iving with Mr . Ma.cCovitch twelve years 
ago . Their first child was born dead and she ordered an autopsy 
as she was afraid that syphilis had caused +.he death, but this 
was ruled out . -When she was pregnant with Ralph, she was afraid 
of the same thing and had him examined several times , each time 
being assured that he did not have the disease . 
It was felt that her self- esteem rras so low· that W.a-s . :MacCovitch 
was unable t,o set limits for Ralph .. He was able to control her 
by telling her that she was a mean mother and no good . This 
struck so close to home that she continually gave in t o him 
which made him more anxious and provocative . She attempt.ed to 
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control him by threatening to get rid of him which struck at h i s 
greatest fear . This he has seen as a po ssible reality in the 
many nursery· home s, schools and orpha~ages she attempted. Her 
feelings of guilt over what she feels has caused his behavior- -
not having married his fat her and her past syphiliti c condition-
made her ta~e him b ack each time but kept her from being firm 
enough to control him. 
Ralph was described as a boy ·'ifho continously acted out and ·ras 
extremel y cruel and dest ruct ive. She said he v1ould paint the 
eyes of cats and had throvm one out of a wtndo•·t. .e opened the 
doors of parked cars and rummaged through the glove compartments . 
On one occasion he and a friend were playing in an abandoned ba r n 
and the other boy was reported as havlng fallen down t he shaft . 
Ralph l ater confessed to hi s moth r that he had pushed the boy. 
At the same time there was some vlithdrawn behavior noted as h e 
sucked his thumb and l isped. 
\'Then he was four years, his mother noticed his fascination Y.':it h 
fir e . ·He stole matches and finally did set fire to a piece of 
paper on the stove and btu • .ed a place ~-H .f:' ont of t he stove . 
Mrs . l~cCovitch pu"" is fin ers on the stove and he got several 
blisters, after which she f elt very guilty. She said that this 
did not curb his fascination with f i r and whenever he s aw one, 
he lfanted to go a nd poke in it . ~ ·fuen Ralph was seven ·and a hal f 
he was reported by the Police Department as hav....ng set a fire in 
an empty building . Ralph confessed to this activity to both a 
Priest and a police officer . When this was discussed by is 
therapist , he originally refused to t alk about it . Lat er he s aid 
that he had set the fire in order to call the fire truck an 
ther eby be a hero . 
The last entry in t h e recor d was made in July, 195G, exactly 
three years a f ter the initial application to the Guida~ce 
Center . At that time consideration wa s bei..."lg given to arr ·'nge-
ments for placement for Ralph which w s t o be don e through the 
Cou.rt .. 
THE CASE OF PEI'ER Al'\J'DREViS 
Peter, nine years old, was referred to the Court Clinic by a 
Probation Offi cer who vrrot e that Peter had recently appeared 
before the Special Juvenile Session of the Cour-t . Complaints 
had been lodged against him for firesetting activities , which 
i ncl uded fourt een attempt s t o conunit arson and three actual 
cases of arson. F.is testimony indicated that he and an eleven-
year old companion were responsible fo r the mentioned delinquent 
acts , all of which occured in dwellinas or build.i.TJ.gs with the 
exception of t y, f1 es in automobil es . The letter of referral 
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further informed the Clinic that the fires Yiere extinguished 
before considerable damage was done, although tvro families were 
driven out of their three- tenement home . In one case Peter 
a.'ld his companion had placed a mg,ttress against the rear of a 
building and ignited it, burning a portion of the building • • 
Ln. a.nc er episode, one of the automobiles vras badly burned on 
the inside when Peter and his companion had thrmm lighter fluid 
into the glove compartment and ignited it . Another of his fire-
setting activity involved entering a hotel through an open bulk-
head, setting fire to a paper carton in the boiler room and 
opening a drain cock on the boiler . 
Peter was the second of three children, the last of which ·was a 
girl nine years his junior. Mrs . Andrews indicated that there 
had been t ro other boys in between, both of which had died L'rl 
Nova Scotia. The older of the two had been killed when he was 
run over by a car ath the age of five , and the ot,her child had 
died at the age of four months of pneumonia . Attending a public 
school in the city, Peter vas in an ungraded class . He was des-
cribed by his mother as being able to read only a few words and 
was only noYr learning to add and subtract. Conversely he also 
said that he had been doing well in school in. Nova Scotia, so that 
she v.ras surprised when he and his sibling were placed in ungraded 
classes in Ylorcester . Vfuen tested at the agency, Peter scored 
seventy-nine in the Verbal portion of the ~'Iechsler . The psycho-
logist, however, felt that he 'ras pate _tially of normal intelli-
gence, but because of gross social pathology and a defensive 
pretense of stupidity, he -was not functioning at a normal level . 
rr- . and Mrs . Andrews were f ull-blooded Indians, he fourteen years 
her senior . They had moved from an. Indian reservation in Nova 
Scotia to · forcester a year prior to t he time seen . This migration 
had followed that of several other members of the family who had 
moved to this area to secure better jobs . i\fJr . Andrews, when 
seen, vras employed as a laborer in a construction firm, having 
previously vrorked in a garage and with the family had migrated 
to Maine in the summer where they picked blueberries and dug 
potatoes . Ill's . Andrews had also been employed sporadicall y in 
the garage but vms now giving her entire attention to being a 
housewife and mother . 
Mrs . Artdrews felt that Peter got along well with the children in 
the neighborhood . She and her husband had always felt that Peter 
was well- behaved ~Yld the fact that he had gotten int~ trouble was 
still something that she could not qui t.e believe . Lat .er ,- however, 
she told about his being kicked out of the Boys ' Club for smoking 
and later still, an episode in which he vras caught breaking the 
light bulbs on the street . Tnen describing these incidents, Mrs. 
Andrews was seen a s not 'being angry or upset, but feeling that 
other boys had participated i..n. these 11normal 11 acts and her son 
had been punished for them. 
- ---------
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In her earliest contacts with the agency the worker felt that 
Nli's . Andrews was e:;..:pressing no concern about Pet er ' s activities . 
Instead she was convinced that he had been pushed into commiting 
his delinquencies by his compa.'1ion, whom she described as a 
"stranger 11 • She presented Peter as a normal, wholesome child 
who was 1mforttmate to get caught while carr;ying out a mise _ievous 
act. She had no r eluctance in telling the worker that she could 
not discuss any problems whatsoever with ·him and that her only 
reason for coming was to report on Peter's current behavior . 
In discussing the family 1!Jrs. Andrews was noticed to be shmving 
tenderness only '\'Then she was talking about her daughter . She had 
indicated in the very first contact that she had been very happy 
to have had a girl . Very frequently the conversation revolved 
around this yo1mgest child, Carol . Mrs . Andre¥s talked about how 
cute she was and how much the family enjoyed her. She and her 
husba.11.d had so wanted to have a girl that they enjoyed her more 
than they had the other children. .f;)rs . 4.ndrews saw her husband 
as being very devoted to the baby. Hrs Andrews said that the boys 
were also very fond of Carol and that neither would leave the 
house without kissing her goodbye, although each might forget to 
kiss their parent s . On another occasion she talked about Carol's 
being doubly precious to h er because she had come followi.11g the 
loss of the other t-vro children . 
On many occasions, and in some detail , Mrs . Andrews discussed -·.rith 
the case ·worker Pet.er' s inability to go to the Boys 1 Club as a 
result of his delinquent behavior . She had previously discussed 
Peter 's interest and enjoyment of the activities there, but when 
asked if she had gone to discuss the situation with the director , 
she replied negatively. She said that she had not cared to go 
down to discuss it with him, although her husband was interested 
in having the boys go ')ack and the boys themselves were interested 
:i.n retu;rning . She de scribed a fear of being told wvhat to do with 
her boys . This same reluctance was seen in Wli's • .Andrews when she 
discussed the possi biliti es of her sons ' being able to trru1sfer to 
r•egular classes from their tmgraded classes . She said that, she 
had not spoken to the teachers about this possibility, despite 
some interest on their parts in having her do so . She commented 
that she did not have the time to go to the school or perhaps she 
11 didn •t make time". When the vTorker wondered if she "elt it was 
important, to ind out about the possibilities she simply shrugged 
her shoulders, saying that she felt that perhaps it '\'iould be help-
ful . She continuously said that the boys did not like the ungra ed 
class, but consistently refused to make any efforts to inguire 
a out. the possibilities of a change . 
A discussion of the marital relationship indicated that Ur s . 
An<ire •fs ·was the domina."1t member of the household, taking respon-
sibility for making all the wajor decisions affecting the family. 
Mr . Andrews was seen a s being only the breadW.L'I1.ner , a situation 
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"1dth which ?!,...s . Jl.nc1rews expressed considerable dissatisfaction. 
He was bei ng left out of the famil y life entirely and 1 .. • s . 
Andr,ews gave the impression that thi s was his oYm decision and 
choice . 2:n addition to his role as br eadvrlnner, his only pa_ t.i-
ci pation in the family life were infrequent cheoker games he 
played 1V:ith Peter and hi s sibling . I n these Peter rar ly eat 
his father and Mr . drews was des cribed as frequently s a;y-ing that 
one had to be very smart to beat him. 
In discussing her husba.Ticl 1 s at t itude toward her contacts "th the 
clinic, !.lrs . Andrews i ndi cated t hat he felt ·t-he boys were onl y 
rri_schievous and the contacts with the Clinic highly unnecessary. 
This was follov.rec by a discussion of discipline in ·whic 1 !.· • 
Andrews indicated t_ at the bo rs did not list en to Hr . Andrews 
i7hen he tol d them to do anythin • She f el that this wa s so 
because he vould not beat them an had never done so . "'he indi-
cated in further dis ,..nssion s tl a· her r ference to 11beatin t . e:-.1" 
d:Lct no-::. involv~ viol ent phys ical abuse .. Instea d she wa s attempting 
to expre s the fact that her husband never stands up to them and 
is never able to be ver- strong a nd det er1:lined in his control of' 
the childr en • She felt that this was always the case and t at 
he has al vay pampe_ eel t 1em and that at times she has to step i 
and l-1oller at her husband t o e stront;e1· and more affirmative 
vrlt,h the children. She conti nued that the boys will l isten to 
her but t at at times she had t o hi t t 1em t o enforce discipline . 
Ho·wever, t:. '1is did not happen vO frequently and she repeatedl y 
lX> i nted out the fact th t they wil listen to her and o ey her , 
but not her husband. She comment ed about not knmvine why the boys 
should be aLa.:..d of he!' . Ai"rs •. drevm expressed the fact that 
it i"i-as quite upsetti ng t o her when the boys ;mr e f e hand Iir . 
Andrews did not answer or o anythir:.g about i .. ·:Jrle 1 they r:1ade 
a r equ e st of' him, such as to go to ·::.he IOOVies , he never gave them 
a dir Pct a.."lsw·er but ·.vo c!l d suggest that they ask their mother . 
On one oc casion, lat r in the therapeuti situation, Hrs . ch~evrs 
indicated that Peter had committ ed some misdemeanor at horne and 
she had punished him by putting him to bed . However, she had not 
kept him there for any period of time. 
This case continued vfith the agency for a per iod of s j.x months .. 
£! ·., . Andre\•rs •'a ~ extremely d · fficult t-o i nvol ve :L"l any type of 
relationshi p 211d it was never l earned whether her cultural back-
ground was of extreme impor t ance in her difficul ty t o relate to 
t 1e worker . Peter also experienced some initia l difficulty, but 
·when the case was closed, it wa s apparent that the Clinic vas 
becomi ng more agreeable to hi m than his o1m home . The case ·was 
closed when it wa s l earned tha " the Andrews we_ e not living at 
their former address and had probably returned to :hlne . 
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CHAPTER VIII 
~~y AND CONCLUSIONS 
This was a study of sixteen firesetters, their families and the 
nature of their firesett ing activities. Prior to proceeding with the 
summary of the findings it may be well to review the , areas considered. 
The study sought to provide information on the following areas: 
1. The type of individuals who become involved in non-profit 
arson. This included such factors as age, religion, health 
and i ntelligence. In addition, an attempt was made to weigh 
their school adjustment and pe·er relationships, along with 
an observation and analysis of presenti ng symptomatic and 
delinquent behavior. 
2 . The families of the sixteen bnys to evaluate the atmos-
phere surrounding the boys. Among the factors taken into 
account were the parents' physical and emotional health, 
their marital relationship and socio-economic status and 
the relationshi p between siblings. 
3. The intra-familial relationships vdth an effort to 
evaluate some aspects and effects of any existing emotional 
pathology. Major emphasis was placed on the mother-son 
relationship and the disciplinary attitudes and practices. 
h. The specific activities of firesetting to note the 
number and sites of the fires, the extent of damage and the 
attitudes toward and reasons g:l.ven for the firesetting by 
the boys and their mothers . 
In the sample of sixteen cases the ages of the boys rm ged from 
six to fourteen, with the average age of the entire group being nine 
years . One o f the boys was Negro, another was a North American Indian, 
born in Nova Scotia, while the remaining fourteen were white . Of the 
group, t en were Catholic and five, Protestant. The findings revealed 
that a large majority of the boys were retarded to some extent in school, 
a third of the group was in their expected grade and none was ahead of 
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his expected grade. Further information on the school adjustment of 
the boys' indicated that a small number were considered well-adjusted, 
an equally small number were fairly well-adjusted vmile the greatest 
number were described as being poorly adjusted in school. Simultaneousl~ 
many of the group were displaying several manifestations of maladjust-
ment or misbehavior in school . 
Of those for ~nom intelligence ratings were obtained, almost all 
were fo und to possess ratings below 90. It was found that one-half of 
t hose on whom health information Yfas recorded were considered in poor 
health, having severe, chronic illnesses . Almost half were considered 
as 11aving fair health while only one was described as being in good 
health. In terms of peer adjustment, less than one-half on -vrhon•. informa-
tion was available were axp.eriencing poor . adjustment. with their peers, 
one-fourth had a fair adjustment and two were well-adjusted to their 
peer groups. 
A large number of the boys were described as presenting concur-
rently various forms of delinquent and symptomatic behavior. The variet;y 
in their behavior tended to distribute the boys at the two extremities 
of a scale represented by withdrawal and overt acting out. 
In terms of the nature of the agency contact, it was seen that 
almost two-thirds of the group was referred for firesetting only. The 
group was divided evenly between those seen at the Court Clinic and the 
Youth Guidance Center, while ten, or sixty-tvro and one-half per cent, 
were referred by the probation officer. The school and parents were 
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the other sources of referral with each referring three members of the 
group. In an overwhelming majority of the cases, the mother was the 
only parent seen during treatment • 
With regard to the families themselves, the majority of these 
were composed of three to five children. The largest families recorded 
had seven children. In three cases the boys were the only child in 
their families. Two major groupings, f actory 'Workers and construction 
workers, represented the fathers' occupations. In more than half of 
the cases, the two natural parents were present in the home, and in one 
there l'fas a mother and step-father present. It was indicated by informa-
tion from the case records that in all sixteen cases, including the ten 
mentioned above where two parents were present, the root her was the 
dominant parent . 
In the same ten cases where there was an existing union between 
the parents or step-parents of the boys, the marital status was evalu-
ated. None of these marriages was considered to be totally or largely 
satisfactory. It was f ound that one group of mothers described an 
unsatisfactory union, another group described a union in Ymich there 
was much friction and the remaining mothers were partners in marital 
unions which were considered neurotic because of the masochistic ties 
binding the wives to their husbands . 
One-half of the families were affected b~ active illnesses or 
serious hospitalizations of at least one of the parents. 
In terms of the predominant characteristic in the mother-son 
relationship, it was revealed that a number of cases presented a picbure 
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of a persistently close, sexualized relationship. It was felt that 
much of the child's act ing-out behavior, which included running away 
and r elated activities likely to bring them into conflict with law-
enforcing agencies and persons, as well as his firesetting were all 
part of his attempts to escape the dangerous and intense relationship 
with his mother. In one-half of the cases the tenor of the relation-
ship revolved around a pronounced rejection of the boys, in preference 
of other siblings or of siblings of the other sex. It was suggested 
that this r ejection was apt to affect the child's conception of himself 
causing him to react either in a self-depredatory way or with anger 
and resentment toward his parents. It was further suggested that either 
of these patterns could culminate in firesetting as the child attempted 
to destroy his parents or home, the source of his frustration, or to 
secure his parents love, attention and concern. Of the boys not falling 
into these two major cate~ories, one resided ~~th an aunt who was 
extremely over-protective; one was seen as being neurotically identified 
with his mother and the other boy had a long history of foster home 
placements so that he was merely described. 
In analyzing the disciplinary attitudes and practices in the fami-
lies, in one-half of the cases the discipline was inconsistent or erratic 
and in slightly less than one-half of the cases the parents were incap-
able of or unwilling to provide any discipline for their sons. It was 
suggested that in the former cases the i nconsistency wuld lead to the 
development of a defective superego, but it was difficult to determine 
in a conclusive manner what effects this had on the boys involved. 
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In the latter cases, it was felt that the parents may have been vicari-
ously enjoying their son's acting-out behavior, encouraging it to a 
large extent . 
In the remaining cases, one of the boys was seen as recipient of 
harsh and punitive discipline while the other resided with an over-
permissive aunt . 
In terms of the nature of the firesetting, it was found t hat three-
fourths of the boys had lit from one--·t.o four fires while the largest 
number of fires set by any one boy was seventeen. The boys' homes were 
the site of the largest number of fires. other sites iliosen by the 
boys for their activities were the homes of strangers and relatives, 
schools, automobiles, factories and brush. It was found t hat the 
greatest damage recorded in monetary figures was $8,000, while other 
estimated damages ranged from small to considerable. 
Four of the boys were seen to have definite motives for their fires 
they lit and these were either revenge motives or desire to see some 
excitement or to be a hero . Some of the boys projected the blame for 
their activities and others accepted the responsibility. The mothers 
were seen as principally pro jecting the blame on to environmental factors 
Inherent in the expectations of the author when this study was 
initiated, and indicated in the introduction, was the hope of sheddil:J.g 
some light on why these boys chose firesetting as their particular way 
of acting out. Designed as it was to be a descriptive study, it depicted 
a group of boys and their background that is quite similar to other 
delinquents and their -development , such as described by Glueckl 
1Glueck. op. cit . 
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and Burt . 2 Similarly this group displayed a variety of delinquent 
behavior in addition to their firesetting episodes, so that it may seem 
reasonable to conclude that .firesetting is merely another .form of 
delinquency . 
Helen Yarnell, faced with an identical conclusion .follovdng her 
study, indicated that the boys "who set fires have suffered even more 
severely than the average neurotic child and find it necessary to use 
the magical power of fire to assist themselves.n3 This may be further 
borne out by the impressive annunt of serious social and emotional 
pathology which surrounded many of the boys included in this present 
study. V1 hile it was impossible to prove that the boys aggressive, anti-
social behavior was a direct result of the existing pathology, it is 
highly probable that this may be so . 
Despite this high probability it was noted that the external cir-
cumstances observed in the boys' environments were not particularly 
peculi.ar to families of delinquents . The findings r evealing the rela-
tively intact or cohesive homes from which most of the boys came tend 
to negate the suggestion that serious acting out is exclusively socio-
logically determined. This factor is further negated by the evidence 
indicating that some of the boys had made adequate adjustment to iden-
tical backgrounds . 
The major emphasis in the study was given to the mother-son 
relationship. Indicative as the findings were of serious pathology in 
2Burt 
' 
3Yarnell, ~· ~., p . 283 . 
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the mothers, it is not surprising that their relationship with their 
sons would be defecti vtr. It seemed logical, therefore, to seek some 
possible links between the parent-child relationship and the behavior 
of t he child. It is felt that this faulty relationship may have so 
deprived t he boys of satisfaction for many of their needs, creating at 
the same time such amd.et y and frustration that they felt forced to 
assert t hemselves by aggression against an intolerable situation. 
It is further felt that the defective relationships created such 
difficult ies as to prevent the boy from developing a positive and satis-
factory masculine identification, which helped to create the severe 
anxiety in the boy that was acted out in. conflict with society. 
The evidence therefore seems to point to the existence of causal 
factor s that are neither exclusively biological nor exclusively socio-
cultural, but rather a dynamic interplay of internal forces. 
One of the most serious implications of this study for casework 
is relatec:l to the findings which demonstrate the close interplay between 
the acting-out behavior of the child and the relationship he has with 
his mother. This factor implies that any therapeutic endeavor geared 
to t he treatment of the .child should of necessity involve the signifi-
cant parent, which in these cases was the mother. In addition, since 
the findings revealed the importance of unconscious internalized m:>ti-
vations, it appears that the most successful form of treatment would 
provide for a process of re-education of the parent and re-identification 
in the child. 
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The question of why this group resorted to a weapon as primitive 
as firesetting remains partially unanswered. However, the findings 
indicated that an approach to this problem in terms of its psychodyna-
mics is an area where further study seems warranted. 
In the instances of the two case presentations, the relationship 
between the agencies and the boys and their families were terminated 
abruptly and with results contrary to the most desirable therapeutic 
planning and decision . The author was quite aware of its significance 
but because it was considered out of the realm of this study, the out-
come of treatment in the case of the remaining fourteen was not recorded. 
Thus, the dynamics, focus and outcome of treat ment in the case of fire-
s etters is another area where a conclusive study would prove interesting 
and beneficial in attempting to understand this phenomenon more fully. 
APPENDIX 
SCHEIJJLE 
N~e 
Age 
School 
Parent Seen 
Number of Interviews 
Parent 
Child 
Referral Source 
Child 
Health 
Intelligence Quotient 
School Adjustment 
Peer Relationships 
Associated Delinquencies 
Associated Symptoms 
Siblings 
Names and Ages 
Ordinal Position of Client 
Family Background 
Ibminant Parent 
M:Jther 
Health 
Physical 
Emotional 
At Home? 
Brief Picture 
Case Number 
Religion 
Grade 
Yfuere Seen 
Youth Guidance Center 
Court Clinic 
Problem on Referral 
Occupation 
Previous Marriages 
Yfuy not? 
Marital Relationship 
Relationship with Patient 
Father 
Health 
Physical 
Emotional 
At home? 
Brief Picture 
Marital Relationship 
Relationship with Patient 
Present Occupation 
~Thy not? 
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Composite Picture of Parent-Child Relationships 
Affectional Relationships Between Parents and Son 
Disciplinary Attitudes, Practices and Methods 
Problem 
Number of Fires . 
Location of Fires 
Extent of Damage 
Reason for Firesetting 
As Given by Mother 
As Given by Boy 
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